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Abstract 
This thesis explores the representations of violence and urban space in 
Lawrence Block’s hard-boiled detective novels. With critical analysis of 
representative Scudder novels, I contend that while employing the hard-boiled writing 
style Block takes on a great challenge to define violence, an essential element of 
hard-boiled world that has been presented as indefinable. He attempts to see beyond 
the boundary of morality while exploring the alternative functions and purposes of 
violence. Meanwhile, by varying violent behaviors in the context of contemporary 
New York, Block loads them with social significance, manipulating representations of 
violence as response or commentary on the society. However, while proposing 
Block’s achievements in genre writing as well as social critique, I discuss his limits 
and failures, some of which are due to Block’s own bias while others stem from 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 
Lawrence Block and the Matthew Scudder Series 
The entire city comported itself in a similarly shell-shocked manner for 
longer than any of us can realistically recall, until, bit by bit, there was a 
return. To parking tickets and burglaries. To littering and to muggings. 
To graffiti and drug dealing. To normal crime. 
Never have a people so welcomed it. 
—Tim McLoughlin, New York Calling: From Blackout to 
Bloomberg 
           The  history  of  the  city  was  the  history  of  violent  death. 
—Lawrence Block, Small Town 
Lawrence Block is one of the most established American private-eye novelists 
for creating a modernized version of hard-boiled detective, Matthew Scudder. The 
Scudder series, which begins in 1976, has proliferated to sixteen volumes with the 
latest one, All the Flowers Are Dying, published in 2005. The Scudder stories, along 
with three other series and short stories, have sold up to nine million and won Block 
not only wealth and fame but recognition from the mystery writing circle.
1 In 
addition, Block has been enlisted by critics of crime writing, like Stephen Knight, 
                                                 
1  The honors Block has received include four Edgar Awards and four Shamus awards, the Grand 
Master Award from the Mystery Writers of America and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
Private Eye Writers of America. Glories from other countries include two Japanese Maltese Falcon 
awards, a Raymond Chandler Award from Germany, two Société 813 Awards from France, and a Crime 
Writers Association Award from UK.   Tsai 2
Hans Bertens and Theo D’haen, as one of the most excellent guardians of the 
hard-boiled tradition. However, critics tend to accentuate the idiosyncrasy of Block’s 
private eye, Matthew Scudder, over other dimensions of the stories. Hans Bertens and 
Theo D’haen describe Scudder as “a much diminished Spenser
2,” pointing to the 
multi-dimensional character of Scudder in terms of personal involvement in the cases 
and the consequent emotional depths (50). Similarly, Stephen King comments on this 
series, saying they are “more notable for Scudder’s self-satisfaction and personal 
pleasure than any moral or criminographical insights” (139). Although the inner 
struggle and psychological complexity of Scudder are noteworthy, as Hans Bertens 
and Theo D’haen also assert, “this is not to say that works [that move into the realm 
of the personal and psychological] do not reflect on society. It is rather that in these 
novels that social dimension is to be inferred from the situations, actions, and 
characters they present us with. In fact, the result can be politically very powerful” (5). 
Block, as I will try to argue in this project, is better than an exceptional guard of the 
hard-boiled tradition, and his Matthew Scudder stories deserve a closer examination 
and more recognition. With critical analysis of representative Scudder novels, I will 
contend that while employing the hard-boiled writing style Block takes on a great 
challenge to define violence, an essential element of hard-boiled world that has been 
presented as indefinable. He attempts to see beyond the boundary of morality while 
exploring the alternative functions and purposes of violence. Meanwhile, by varying 
                                                 
2  Spenser is the private investigator created by Robert B. Parker, who debuted in 1973 and remains 
popular into the present.       Tsai 3
violent behaviors in the context of contemporary New York, Block loads them with 
social significance, manipulating representations of violence as response or 
commentary on the society. However, while proposing Block’s achievements in genre 
writing as well as social critique, I will also discuss his limits and failures, some of 
which are due to Block’s own bias while others stem from inherent instability of the 
violence motif itself. 
    Omnipresence and meaninglessness of violence are one of the primary 
characteristics of hard-boiled subgenre, yet as the genre evolves with the changing 
real world, writers no longer confine their imagination of violence to moral 
degradation or impenetrable state of being. Hard-boiled fiction is distinct from 
classical detective stories for featuring minor and recurrent violent incidents that bear 
little relevance in the solution of the main crime instead of highlighting the brutality 
of the murder event to underscore the main mystery as the classical tradition does. As 
Jameson interprets “the demystification of violent death” in his criticism of Raymond 
Chandler, the meaninglessness of violence in hard-boiled tradition subverts the values 
embedded in classical detective story. By comparing the significance of violence in 
the classical and hard-boiled detective stories, he concludes that   
    in  Chandler  the  other  random  violence of the secondary plot has 
intervened to contaminate the central murder. And by the time we reach 
its explanation, we have come to feel all violence in the same light, and 
it strikes us as being just as shoddy and cheap, just as physically abrupt   Tsai 4
and as morally insignificant….Murder comes to seem moreover in its 
very essence accidental and without meaning. (147) 
Jameson recognizes the significance of violence in secondary plots in Chandler’s 
novels, which are unnecessary and not closely related to the main plot. These scenes 
demystify the death in the central murder, making it as meaningless as the random 
violence in the minor plots.   
            In Chandler’s times of 1940s, the randomness and meaninglessness of 
violence serves as an essential element in his imagination of Los Angeles, a wild and 
prospering American city then. As the random violence ruptures the reader’s 
anticipative mind awaiting an intellectual puzzle that comes after the main murder, it 
embodies the overwhelming chaos and corruption that prevails Chandler’s dark urban 
environment. However, when the real world changes with time, the hard-boiled world 
evolves with the urban setting, so does the violence motif. In Block’s representation 
of the “roller-coaster years,” as social critic Selma Berrol
3  calls, of New York and its 
residents that span the past three decades, he deploys violence of diverse forms, which 
I will investigate one by one, with an intention to complicate the portrayal of the city. 
    My interest in the Matthew Scudder series results not only from seeing the 
complexity in these works but from finding contemporary New York an intriguing 
setting for crime writing. In “New York State of Crime,” an essay collected in New 
York New York Calling: From Blackout to Bloomberg, edited by Marshall Berman and 
                                                 
3  Berrol set the timeframe of “roller coaster years of New York” as from 1970 and to1996, one year 
before the publication of her book, The Empire City: New York and Its People, 1624-1996 (1997). Here 
I borrow this term but extend it to the twenty-first century to cover the 9/11 event and its aftermath.   Tsai 5
Brian Berger, novelist Tim McLoughlin provides a brief account of New York’s crime 
from the blackout in 1977 to the terrorist attacks on September 11
th, 2001. The loss of 
illumination during the blackout signifies the social disorder in the 1970s, which, 
according to NYPD statistics, can be detected from the surging numbers of violent 
crime
4  as well as from the robberies, assaults, and frequent gun shootings on the 
streets. While the 1970s is labeled with “chaos,” the keywords for the eighties and 
early nineties are “meanness and drugs” (198). “Meanness” is concluded from 
consecutive cases of racial conflicts and “drugs” refers to the introduction of crack 
and the consequent street violence. Moreover, as suggested by the powerful ending 
sentences of this essay, quoted in the beginning, the large scale of casualties changes 
New Yorkers’ perception of crime. The nostalgia pre-9/11 world may be a witty 
exaggeration, but it manifests the post-9/11 trauma to be dealt with.   
     What  McLoughlin  has  demonstrated in the essay illustrates my second quote 
above: a retrospect of the history of violence or crime would unravel the history of the 
city. With a mixture of personal anecdotes and city crime incidents, McLoughlin 
implicitly brings out various social factors involved to elucidate the crime wave in 
seventies and eighties and the decline of crime rate in the nineties, including racial 
tension, gay campaign, immigrant assimilation, and municipal surveillance. While 
non-fiction account of crime like “New York State of Crime” can illuminate our 
understanding of urban phenomena, so can crime writing, a genre known to 
incorporate and even foreground urban settings in the narrative.   
                                                 
4  The NYPD statistics shows a plateau of crime rate that spans from the 1970s to the early 1990s.   Tsai 6
     Making  his  first  appearance  as  a  middle-aged  alcoholic  former-cop  unlicensed 
PI, Matthew Scudder evolves with the city as the series proceeds from the turbulent 
1970s and 1980s to a relatively placid 1990s and eventually to the post-9/11 present. 
On the other hand, Scudder ages synchronically with the real world, which makes him 
more resemble Block than any other characters he has created. Despite Block’s 
rejection to comment on some speculation about autobiographical element in the 
series, like the Alcoholic Anonymous experience, he acknowledges “identify[ing] 
strongly with Scudder”.
5  The sixteen-volume series, which covers the past thirty 
years of New York history, can be seen as social observation as well as fictional 
creation by Block.   
     It  is  a  fact  that  in  the  “roller-coaster years” many New Yorkers were plagued 
with crimes and riots. However, owing to high heterogeneity of its inhabitants in 
terms of ethnicity, class and gender, there are diverse ways violence is perceived and 
performed, which should not be simplified to statistics figures of high crime rates. 
There are three aspects of violence in Block’s representations that draws my attention, 
which will be discussed in the three main chapters. The first is the social dimensions 
of violence. Block reveals his ideological stance on significant social issues like race 
or gender with his portrayals of (potential) abusers and victims from different social 
backgrounds. In addition, observing the trend in media of increasing representations 
of tortures and pain, I am interested in the commercialization and performativity of 
                                                 
5  The quote is from an interview with Lawrence Block by Tom Callahan in 2003, published in Writer, 
July 2003, Vol. 116, Issue 7, p.22.       Tsai 7
violence represented in Block’s hard-boiled world. Last but not the least, Block as a 
genre writer is adept in picturing fictional violence, yet his latest works deal with real 
violence of the 9/11 event. How and how well does he do it?   
     Since Block represents urban violence in the frame of detective fiction, 
particularly the hard-boiled sub-genre, I will employ genre studies to examine how 
Block appropriates genre conventions to present a violent city. I will also include 
historical and geographical facts and statistics of contemporary New York to enhance 
the understanding of Block’s representations of crime and violence in the specific 
social context. For individual chapters, I will turn to social theories in discussing 
specific themes. In Chapter Two, Judith Butler’s concept of sexual/gender 
performativity will be employed to discuss performativity of violence in the text. In 
Chapter Four, I would base my analysis of Block’s post 9/11 novels on trauma theory 
by Cathy Caruth.   
In the following chapters, I will examine one aspect of violence in each chapter. 
In Chapter Two, I intend to explore the linkage of violence and racial/ethnic 
minorities in the Shamus-Award winning Eight Million Ways to Die (1981). By 
contextualizing the detective story in New York in the seventies and early eighties, I 
will propose that Block manipulates imagination of urban localities like Harlem and 
Queens and of colored bodies to represent the multiethnicity of New York. In addition 
to addressing his recognition of the uprising power of new settlers, I will also tease 
out fear and bias embedded in his misrepresentations of racial/ethnic other being the   Tsai 8
scapegoat for urban chaos. In his conventional hard-boiled presentations of violent 
murders and private-eye detection, Block imagines the 1970s New York as a 
multi-ethnic metropolis with fantasy and anxiety.   
Chapter Three investigates the thriller writing style in A Dance at the 
Slaughterhouse (1991), accounting for the highly realistic and detailed descriptions of 
sadism, rapes and bodily tortures in the text. Besides probing into Block’s depiction of 
authentic violence, I propose the concept of performative violence to explain the 
alternative violent behaviors that also permeate Block’s urban space and Block’s 
different treatments of authentic and performative violence. Block seems to suggest 
that such division would help city dwellers to survive paranoid and moral crisis 
caused by a turbulent urban environment. Yet borrowing Judith Butler’s subversive 
discussion of performing identity, I argue that the interplay between performative and 
authentic violence also lead to moral ambiguities that undermine self-defining 
morality and justice.   
In Chapter Four I would like to analyze Block’s representations of the “new” 
New York in the aftermath of 9/11 attacks in Small Town (2003) and All the Flowers 
Are Dying (2005). Based on trauma theory, I maintain that Block, as a pulp writer, 
made an undaunted attempt to deal with a real violent act with far-reaching effects. 
My analysis would start by addressing to hard-boiled genre as a genre of trauma that 
is proper to present the 9/11 event. By appropriating Cathy Caruth’s discussion of 
trauma I propose that Block manipulates temporal and spatial distortion of social   Tsai 9
reality to highlights the incommensurability of the catastrophe and presents survival 
crisis as a collective traumatic experience after the tragic day. However, I would also 
argue that Block places so much emphasis on the inaccessibility of the 9/11 event that 

















   Tsai 10
Chapter Two 
Fear and Fantasy: 
Representations of Racial and Ethnic Other in Eight Million Ways to Die 
“…I get on a subway and I look around and you know where I am? I’m 
in a fucking foreign country. …everybody’s black or Spanish. Or oriental, 
we got all these new Chinese immigrants coming in, plus there’s the 
Koreans…This used to be a white city and now there’s days when I feel 
like I’m the only white man left in it.”   
               — L a w r e n c e   B l o c k ,   Eight Million Ways to Die 
Hard-boiled detective fiction features representations of the modern city as a 
spiritual and moral wasteland. With fictional crimes and violence prevailing in the 
urban setting, the texts offer a critical and sometimes cynical perspective on the 
imaginary city. Yet while this subgenre is known to launch social critique in fiction 
writing, the ambiguity of the hard-boiled hero’s critical posture has been widely 
investigated and criticized as “defensive and paranoid” (Scaggs 75) for scare or biased 
representations of non-white and non-heterosexual population. The ideologies of 
racism or misogyny are widely detected in early hard-boiled texts like Raymond 
Chandler and Dashiell Hammett. Some of the ideologies are reproduced in the generic 
tradition and passed along to later writers, inviting critics to argue that “the detective’s 
agency is in fact subordinated to larger forms of social monitoring and control, and 
her or his vision is limited” (Messent 10). However, the literary and academic values   Tsai 11
of hard-boiled detective fiction should not be totally negated. Foregrounding the 
urban setting with realistic writing styles, many hard-boiled detective stories go 
beyond the dichotomy of evil and good, crime and justice, offering intriguing 
representations of the city and tackling controversial issues of gender, class, race and 
ethnicity. They are often implicitly woven into the narrative, as illustrated by the 
quote from Eight Million Ways to Die. In this chapter, I will examine the complex 
representations of multiethnicity in Lawrence Block’s Eight Million Ways to Die. By 
analyzing how Block portrays ethnic communities of African Americans and 
Columbian immigrants and their neighborhoods in the social context of New York of 
the1970s and 1980s, I would argue that by including ethnic diversity in his 
imagination of a chaotic and dangerous city, Block, on the hand, makes the non-white 
population visible and seen in his hard-boiled world, which many of his precedents 
fail to do. On the other hand, however, the linkage between social turbulences and 
immigration wave of the seventies in the narrative suggests a biased ideological 
stance and fear of the new settlers. Lawrence Block’s hard-boiled novels, New York 
serves as a remarkable stage for the private eye. First of all, New York is a city of 
walkers. With hyper-urbanized boroughs and well-developed public transportations, 
many New Yorkers do without driving and walk a lot. The walking experiences lead 
Scudder deep into the street corners and enrich the narrative with random and 
unexpected incidents occurring within the city, exemplified by the robbery by a black 
drug-addicted youth in Eight Million Ways to Die (which I will discuss later).   Tsai 12
Moreover, the tremendous inflow of capital and immigrants generates conflicts among 
classes and ethnic groups while leading to cultural diversity and economic prosper. As 
Block observes, New York “is so rich and so varied that you can find the dark and the 
light here.” The glamour of the metropolis contrasts starkly with the darkness and 
danger exposed and experienced by Scudder.   
Eight Million Ways to Die, first published in 1982, is the fifth of the series. The 
award-winning story is composed of two closely-related cases. As the story begins, 
Matthew Scudder is hired by a call girl, Kim, to find her pimp, an African American 
named Chance, to convey a request for her withdrawal from this career. Scudder goes 
north to Harlem to look for Chance and finds him accepting Kim’s decision easily. 
However, Kim is found murdered soon after, and Scudder is hired to investigate this 
murder. The second case is intellectually tougher and emotionally provocative for 
Scudder than the first one, but he eventually narrows down his search to Columbian 
gangsters, who Scudder proves to kill Kim as a revenge on her secret boyfriend, a 
jewelry trader who deceived them in a smuggle trade of emeralds.   
  Eight Million Ways to Die is set in New York around the late seventies and 
early eighties, a turbulent period in the history of the city. New York achieved a global 
prominence after World War II, but later it had suffered an industrial decline, which 
eventually worsened into a fiscal crisis. By the mid-seventies, the city was nearly 
bankrupt; the consequent dismissal of city office workers added to the rocketing 
unemployment rate and the frozen welfare grants further plagued the lower class.   Tsai 13
Along with unemployment, poverty and social disorganization, the real estate market 
reached the bottom while the crime rate surged (Berrol 149-51). The title of Eight 
Million Ways to Die suggests the fear of sudden and violent death in this chaotic city. 
Ironically, the population of the city in 1980 in fact dropped to seven million. High 
crime rate drove so many white middle-class families away from the turbulent town to 
the suburbs that the city experienced a population loss of one million people by the 
end of the 1970s.
6 
     Despite  the  outward  movement  of  people and industries, New York received 
another wave of immigration in the 1970s, which kept growing in the eighties and 
nineties. Around 800,000 immigrants from Caribbean, South and East Asia, the 
Middle East and other countries flooded in during the seventies (Binder & Reimers 
225). By then, the black migration that continued throughout the 1960s had led to a 
sixty-two percent increase in black population in the city. The colored new settlers 
reshaped the city and altered the demographic landscape by constituting new ethnic 
neighborhoods in place of old communities. The diversity of race and ethnicity and 
the shrinking population of whites led to fear and discriminations, which eventually 
resulted in racial tension that erupted up several times in the eighties, causing chaos 
and casualties.   
The new settlers brought about changes in many aspects. Geographically, as 
white residents kept moving to the suburbs, the immigrants flowed into the old 
                                                 
6  The demographic data is derived from the website of United States Census Bureau:  
<http://www2.census.gov/prod2/statcomp/documents/1991-02.pdf>, p.35. 
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neighborhoods and transformed them into their own, which motivated the remaining 
white inhabitants to leave. Economically, newcomers ameliorated the slumping New 
York economy by paying taxes, sustaining small local shops, and doing work that 
other residents had refused to do, such as doormen, nannies, newspaper vendors, room 
clerks, and so on. In spite of the positive influence, the multiethnic character of New 
York has its dark side. Racism and discrimination continued to plague some 
non-European immigrants and blacks. In addition, ethnic conflicts arose out of the 
resentment of native workers toward the new labor, whom they regarded as 
responsible for their job loss (Berrol 166-8). It is based on the complex effects of 
post-1970 immigration wave that Block imagines a multiethnic metropolis of fantasy 
and fear. Both the soaring crime rate and the immigration flow in the seventies and 
eighties serve as a backdrop of Eight Million Ways to Die, and the way Block’s 
connect the issues of crime and immigration flow will be one of my primary concerns 
in analyzing the novel. 
My interpretation consists of three parts. In the first part I would compare the 
representations of non-white population in Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely 
and Eight Million Ways to Die to demonstrate Block’s recognition of urban 
multi-ethnicity. The second part aims to explore Block’s representations of specific 
localities in Harlem and Queens, where specific ethnic communities are residing or 
growing. I will focus on the connection Block presents between crime and ethnic 
groups to tease out a sense of fear and distrust of the newcomers. The third part   Tsai 15
investigates imaginations of African Americans and Colombian immigrants in the 
narrative to make sense of the differences in Block’s portrayals of the two. 
To Make Them Visible and Seen: the Issue of Representation 
     Although Block does not create hard-boiled detective stories outside the frame 
of “white genre,” whose “most distinctive narrative codes, conventions, and 
characterizations have traditionally been structured around the consciousness of a 
white subject” (Kennedy 224), he has incorporated ethnic diversity into his 
imagination of urban space, which many of his predecessors in hard-boiled tradition 
fail to present. Take Raymond Chandler for example. Few of his works have ethnic 
characters and in those that do, they are usually visible but unseen. To illustrate the 
representational differences between Chandler and Block, I’d like to quote two 
passages from their works to analyze how the two writers present a similar scene in 
very different ways: 
Eyes looked at us, chestnut colored eyes, set in faces that ranged from 
gray to deep black. Heads turned slowly and the eyes in them glistened 
and stared in the dead alien silence of another race. (Chandler 2) 
I was the only white man in the room and everybody stopped for a long 
look at me. There were a couple of white women, seated with black men 
at the banquette tables, and there were two black women sharing a table, 
and there must have been two dozen men in every shade but mine. (Eight 
Million Ways to Die 21)   Tsai 16
The first passage is from the opening of Chandler’s Farewell My Lovely (1940), in 
which the detective Philip Marlowe walks in a bar located in a new black 
neighborhood with another white man, while the second from Eight Million Ways to 
Die, depicting the moment Scudder enters a pub in Harlem. Both being the racial 
minority, Marlowe steps into the black crowd at ease but Scudder appears much more 
alert. In Chandler’s bar, the black mass, with their “gray to deep black” faces, 
“slowly-turning heads” and glistening eyes, greet Marlowe with a curious and even 
timid look. In contrast, the “long look” Scudder received by dozens of black 
customers in the pub seems intimidating.   
     The  racial  hierarchy  in  Chandler’s portrayal of southern California is more 
obvious in his depiction of a young black man that falls on the street outside the bar, 
who Chandler refers to as “it”: 
It landed on its hands and knees and made a high keening noise like a 
cornered rat. It got up slowly, retrieved a hat and stepped back onto the 
sidewalk. It was a thin, narrow-shouldered brown youth in a lilac colored 
suit and a carnation…It kept its mouth open and whined for a 
moment…Then it settled its hat jauntily, sidled over to the wall and 
walked silently splay-footed off along the block. (Chandler 7; my 
emphasis) 
The dehumanized “it,” with the rat-like image and cowardly action, is representative 
of the silent powerless crowd in the bar. All of them are typical representations of   Tsai 17
ethnic other in Chandler’s stories as well as in other earlier hard-boiled detective 
novelists’. On the contrary, offering distinctive representations, though not 
unproblematic, of ethnic groups in his works, Block has them both visible and seen.   
Hell or Home: Representations of Harlem and Queens 
Hard-boiled cities have been depicted as jungle-like space, featuring loss of 
morality, humanity, and order. Hard-boiled writers generally conceive a literary urban 
jungle ruled by beast-like gangsters and corrupt police to represent the 
twentieth-century American cities. Among them is Lawrence Block, who through the 
eyes of Matthew Scudder depicts New York as gloomy and perilous. The title of Eight 
Million Ways to Die, while referring to the population of New York and hence 
underscoring the imminent intimidation of dying a violent and abrupt death in the city, 
suggests a sense of distrust and fear. In this novel, Harlem is specifically portrayed as 
an urban jungle within New York City with crime and violence prevailing throughout 
the area. The imagery Block employs represents Harlem as a jungle within a jungle. 
However, including the black crowd in portraying Harlem, Block seems to specify the 
black community as the sources of danger and violence in the city. While Harlem is 
home to the black community that had been steadily growing in the city for decades, it 
appears to be hell in Block’s portrayal. 
In his representations of New York in Eight Million Ways to Die, Block 
implicates a close relation between racial minorities and social disorder in the 
turbulent seventies. The degree of chaos and danger presented in Scudder’s   Tsai 18
Manhattan rise in correspondence to the ratio of dark-skinned residents in particular 
locales. Geographically, the threat of violence and crime multiples as someone in 
Manhattan moves north, eventually up to Harlem. The relevance of space/ethnicity 
and morality is made clear in the north-south route the detective takes to Harlem. 
Scudder’s first two destinations, Kelvin Small’s and Club Cameroon in Harlem, are 
black-dominated spaces, in which he finds himself “the only white man in the room” 
and observes that “there must be two dozen men in every shade but mine” (21). The 
black crowd in the bars is composed of criminals engaged in drug and prostitution; 
Scudder assumes that “there wasn’t a man in the room who hadn’t taken at least one 
felony bust.” Moreover, the mixture of “pimps, drug dealers, gamblers, policy men” 
implies corruption and bribery in this area (22). The moral decay of the space is 
further embodied in the men’s-room scenes in both bars: in Kelvin Small’s, the filth of 
the toilet mixes with “sharp reek of marijuana” (21) while in Club Cameron the sound 
of someone “snorting cocaine” (24) is heard from the stall toilet. The juxtaposition of 
filth in the toilet and illegal drugs seems to suggest an analogy between Harlem and 
toilet, for excrement and filth go to the latter just like crimes and drugs collect in the 
former. In contrast, as Scudder moves southern, he finds the crowd in a bar located in 
West Ninety-sixth Street become “a fairly even mix of black and white” (26). The 
shrinking number of blacks is accompanied by higher moral levels, since “the white 
women who were paired with black men looked more like girlfriends than hookers” 
(26). Even safer are the two bars in West Side Scudder later visits, where the white   Tsai 19
customers apparently outnumber the black ones. 
     Echoing  the  north-south  division  of population and depravity is Scudder’s 
emotional condition. In his journey from north back to south, i.e., from Harlem back 
to West Side, from black crowd back to white community, Scudder experiences a 
emotional roller coaster from anxiety to relief. In Harlem he is highly aware of his 
status of being the racial minority and feels threatened by the “long look” at him. For 
fear of provoking the criminal-like blacks, he keeps a low profile, “walk[ing] slowly 
and letting [his] shoulder roll” (21). Also, he watched silently rather than making 
many inquiries. In contrast to fear and anxiety under the black gazes, he displays 
composure and articulate manner in the clubs in West Side.   
      Block  strengthens  the  link  between  blacks and urban chaos in his portrayal of 
Harlem as the city slum. In addition to the bars crowded with black criminals, the 
open space of the streets is full of potential danger and violence, especially from the 
perspective of white citizens. As Scudder walks on the streets in Harlem, he senses 
“the most entirely irrational paranoia of a white man on a black street” (24). His 
paranoia comes out of fear for blacks as well as for criminals. This area is so 
notorious for high crime rate that cabs refuse to take Scudder uptown even though the 
law orders that taxi drivers take passengers to any place in the five boroughs of New 
York City. The most striking incarnation of danger of the streets is the robbery 
occurring outside the Club Cameron. A black youth follows Scudder out of the club to 
the street and pushes him to a dirty narrow lane, a perfect setting for a sudden and   Tsai 20
violent death, which is a scenario shared by Scudder, Block, and all the other New 
Yorkers in the seventies and eighties.   
The portrayal of black Harlem in Eight Million Ways to Die as a chaotic urban 
jungle may not be far from the truth. Before the gentrification that commenced in the 
1980s, Harlem had been the core of crime and drugs. The use of crack and cocaine 
spread in the area, generating crimes as addicts stole or robbed to purchase drugs and 
dealers fought over their illegal business, while every resident was turned into a 
victim. The streets were full of houses abandoned or torched for insurance money. For 
example, on 125
th Street alone two out of every five stores were vacant. Deserted 
houses became a perfect site for drug dealing. Eventually Harlem became a “no-go 
area” for white visitors (Homberger 241).   
However, hidden behind the notorious area is a history of repression and 
exploitation, which Block fails to expose. Despite the blossom of African American 
culture and the Harlem Renaissance, the history of black Harlem is one with racial 
oppression and capitalist exploitation. Harlem became the largest black community in 
the early twentieth century when black people flocked into this area under the 
pressure of racism. Between 1910 and 1920, half a million African Americans 
departed from the South for the Midwest and northeastern cities. Many of them came 
to New York, causing a plunge of black population from 58,142 to 418,857 between 
1900 and 1940, which almost doubled in the following two decades. Rejected by 
landlords in other parts of the city, many African Americans moved to Harlem, in   Tsai 21
which they could rent properties from black real estate operators. As black people 
moved in and white residents left, Harlem became the black center.   
While Block tries to depict fear and anxiety a white man from midtown would 
feel in Harlem, he fails to capture the danger and threat innocent black citizens, 
particularly women and children, are exposed to every day. In addition to crimes, the 
black residents continued to suffer from hostility and opposition from whites, who 
claimed to be the majority in the city. Moreover, as the New York real estate market 
declined since the fifties, many landlords abandoned the properties in Harlem. The 
situation worsened in the seventies because the biggest landlord of buildings in 
Harlem, New York City, was struck down in a financial crisis and unable to fix the old 
damaged buildings. (Homberger 229). This marginalized area was thus turned into the 
slum. The typical image of black tenant in Harlem doing with poor quality of living is 
represented in the novel in a wild guess of the pimp Chance living “in a tenement in 
Harlem with his crippled mother” (11).   
In addition to Harlem, Block represents Woodside, Queens. Unlike Harlem, this 
area is not associated to crimes and drugs in the novel but exemplifies the 
replacements of ethnic groups as a common phenomenon in New York neighborhoods. 
In a trip to Queens in quest of a witness, Scudder notices that “the neighborhood 
[is]n’t Irish anymore.” Despite a few places whose names remind people of its former 
Irish residents, such as the Emerald Tavern and the Shamrock, the neighborhood is 
obviously Columbian, with signs written in Spanish and travel agencies offering   Tsai 22
charter flights to Columbian cities like Bogota and Caracas (248). Yet except for 
observing the homemaking of new ethnic groups in old neighborhoods, Block offers 
little more insight in his dry and detached description of this locality in contrast to the 
emotionally charged depiction of Harlem. The discrepancy in representation lies not 
only in Block’s spatial imagination but in his characterization. 
Friend or Foe: Portrayals of New Settlers 
     While Block marginalizes black residents, he also fantasizes them in 
characterization. The black criminals in this novel appear dangerous and violent, but 
meanwhile they are characterized as underworld heroes, vigorous, rough and powerful. 
Addressed by Scudder as “nature’s noblemen” (22), the black pimps, drug dealers, 
and policemen seem to easily survive the turbulent 1970s New York, overshadowing 
the rest of New York residents that live with fear and anxiety in the city, like Scudder. 
Block employs descriptions of dressing styles and skin colors to emphasize the 
contrast. When Scudder cautiously watches the surrounding black men the in Club 
Cameron, he took a glance at himself in the mirror and saw “a pale man in a colorless 
suit and a gray topcoat. My suit could have stood pressing and my hat would have 
looked no worse if the wind had taken it” (25). In contrast to his “pale” “colorless” 
“grey” appearance, the two African Americans seated next to him are “fashion plates” 
with “wide shoulders and exaggerated lapels and fabric-covered buttons” (25). 
Similar dressing style is seen in the pimp Scudder runs across in another bar, who 
appears in sparkling light green suit. In these passages, the opposite images of an   Tsai 23
isolated, exhausted, lifeless white man and energetic, confident, colorful black men 
manifest two distinct lifestyles.   
          The fantasy for the dark heroes is more specifically embodied in two African 
American male characters: Chance and Danny Boy. Both of them have some qualities 
that enable them to lead a fancy life in the city. They successfully transform their 
racial, social, or ethnic marginality into power and wealth. Chance manipulates his 
bourgeois taste acquired in the middle-class circle in which he was brought up and 
makes himself a prosperous pimp in the city. Toward the end of the story, he 
determines to start the career as an African art broker and in the later Scudder stories 
he is known to do the job well, effectively promoting his African origin to the market. 
Danny Boy is even more mythic than Chance. He is an albino with facial features of 
his black parents. With an undersized figure and abnormally pale skin, Danny Boy 
belongs to the minority within the minorities. Moreover, his movement in the city is 
highly limited for albinos are vulnerable to light. Yet he is usually seen to enjoy 
himself in gorgeous bars or clubs in the Scudder stories. Denied a normal body, 
Danny Boy gains power and fortune by transforming himself into the hub of 
“information.” As Scudder reveals, Danny Boy makes great profits by providing 
information to those who pay: 
                    Everything you told him got filed away in his mind, and by putting bits of 
data together and moving then around and moving them around he 
brought in enough dollars to keep his shoes shined and his glass full. He   Tsai 24
would bring people together, taking a slice of their action for his troubles. 
(29) 
In the context of detective fiction, information and knowledge have been the sources 
of power, which distinguishes the detective from other characters for the former’s 
compressive knowledge of the city enables him to discern useful clues and solve 
mysteries. As the center of information, Danny Boy becomes one of the most 
powerful figures in Scudder’s New York.   
In contrast to the ambivalent and complex representations of African Americans, 
the images of Columbian immigrants are flattened to either bloodless criminals or as 
low-class workers. The criminal is portrayed as “a big man, olive-skinned, wild eyed” 
(339). When Scudder confronts the killer in the hotel room, he is naked and erect with 
sexual excitement with a machete in his hand. His animal-like, cold-blooded image, a 
typical portrayal of Columbian gangsters in the text, makes him more like a beast than 
any other African American figure Scudder runs across in Harlem. A previous 
conversation between Scudder and Danny Boy presents Columbian gangsters as 
devil-like villains. By attributing a brutal slaughter of a Columbian family of four in 
Long Island to the typical way of these gangsters to punish cheaters, Scudder 
simplifies the primary motive for murder to ethnicity: “because they were Columbians, 
and that’s how they do it….when they have a reason to hit somebody they go for the 
whole family” (329).   
Block represents African Americans and Latino Americans in obviously   Tsai 25
different ways. The former transform themselves into economically and spiritually 
powerful figure while the latter are presented as scapegoat of urban disorder and 
chaos. This representational discrepancy makes sense when we consider the time the 
two ethnic groups settled in New York. Due to the immigration wave in post-1970 
New York, The city accommodated 800,000 newcomers during the seventies and 
nearly a million during the eighties. What differentiates this immigration flow from 
prior ones is its ethnic variety. Before 1970, the city’s immigrants were composed of 
Europeans like Irish, Germans, Italians, etc., who established white neighborhoods in 
five boroughs in the city. Yet those who arrived after 1970 mostly came from other 
continents, making the city’s population more globally diverse. Europeans decedents, 
which used to make up around 95 percent of the residents in 1940 dropped to less than 
a half by 1990. Meanwhile, Asians accounted for seven percent while Hispanic 
constituted one quarter and African Americans a little more than that (Binder & 
Reimers 226). Among the Hispanic population, Columbians is the largest group of 
post-1970 South American immigrants. In contrast to Columbian immigrants, African 
Americans have resided in New York for centuries. A long history of contact with 
African American communities must have enhanced some mutual understanding and 
bonding between European descendents and African Americans, which serves as a 
rich source for Block to create black character. On the other hand, the relatively little 
contact with Columbian immigrants led to the flat characterization.
7  
                                                 
7  Block may have reproduced the stereotypical portrayals of Columbians as drug deals and criminals at 
that time, which some Columbian active communities endeavored to counter at that time. (Binder and 
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Also, the new-coming Columbian immigrants replace the African American 
communities to be the fearful new settlers in Block’s imagination. Although both 
black residents and Columbian immigrants are potential threats to social order, the 
level of danger depends on how “new” they are in the city. Block employs the 
conventional plot pattern to present a fear of new immigrants. It is a literary 
convention that the hard-boiled detective is given a mission as the story begins, which 
is usually a deceptive one that has little to do with murder and violence, like searching 
for a missing person or dealing with blackmails on behalf of a client. Yet in pursuit of 
the mission, the detective gets involved in a series of murders that gradually reveal 
themselves as the true mission (Cawelti 146). As Cawelti observes, the deceptiveness 
of the initial case and the disguise of the true mission, along with other conventions of 
“the supposed victim turn[ing] out to be a villain, the lover end[ing] up as the 
murderess and the faithful friend as a rotten betrayer,” are employed to highlight 
endemic corruption in the dark urban world (146). In Eight Million Ways to Die, 
however, the transition from the first mission to the second displays more than a 
discrepancy between the surface and reality. Rather, it signifies a transition of fearful 
newcomers in Block’s imagination of the city.   
When he has Scudder close the first case and start the second, Block substitutes 
the mad Columbian killer for the dreadful black criminals as the villain. In spite of 
Scudder’s unpleasant journey to the wild inner city of Harlem, his first mission 
reveals itself as a minor case with no violence or injustice involved. The scenario of   Tsai 27
an enraged black pimp retaliating against his client and him dissolves as Chance turns 
out to become a friend. Yet soon Scudder’s second mission is inaugurated by his 
client’s violent death, which leads him to the cruel Columbian killer. With the switch 
of villain, Block represents Columbian immigrants as a more fearful and threatening 
ethnic group than African Americans.   
Although Block seems to demonize Columbian immigrants with stereotypes, he 
displays more fear than hatred, more uncertainty than discrimination. The fear and 
uncertainty of the old settlers toward newcomers are manifested in the quote at the 
beginning of this chapter. Having a white cop complaining “I’m in a fucking foreign 
country” and that “I feel like I’m the only white man left in it,” Block echoes 
Scudder’s inner monologue as he visits Harlem and displays the uneasiness of being 
surrounded by the newly arrived “black or Spanish…or oriental” (132). It is also 
noticeable that Block employs language barrier as a source of anxiety. First, he makes 
Scudder frustrated with communicating with a Latino landlady, who owns very 
limited English vocabulary and a strong accent. For bilingual Latin Americans, 
language barrier even becomes an effective strategy to avoid verbal inquiries from the 
English-speaking police and detective. In a complaint made by an English speaking 
manager to Scudder, bilingual Latinos tend to evade questions by having “their grasp 
of English weaken considerably” and “slip[ping] off into the convenient little world of 
No comprendo” (242). Since language barrier has impeded Scudder’s detection in this 
way, it is not surprising that Block derives clues for the mystery from Spanish   Tsai 28
vocabulary, which Scudder could hardly detect due to his poor command of Spanish.
8 
Conclusion 
     Contextualized in New York of the seventies and early eighties, Eight Million 
Ways to Die demonstrates Lawrence Block’s complex representations of a multiethnic 
New York within the frame of a hard-boiled detective story. After an analysis of the 
representations of racial and ethnic other, I conclude that despite his portrayal of New 
York as a multiethnic metropolis, Block takes a defensive stance as a white early 
settler in representing black residents and newly arrived Latino immigrants. Yet the 
possibility of a more acceptive manner reveals itself in his favoring African 
Americans over Columbian immigrants in depicting the two. The representational 
discrepancy suggests that as there are more time and chance for mutual understanding, 









                                                 
8  Not until the ending chapters of the novel does Scudder realize that the aliases the killer uses for 
hotel registration, Charles Owen Jones, Martin Alibert Ricone, Thomas Edward Starudo, with the first 
and middle name initialized, come from three Spanish words, cojones, maricon, and testarudo, which 
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Chapter Three 
Performativity of Violence in A Dance at the Slaughterhouse 
Among the seventeen Scudder series by Lawrence Block, the three published in 
the early 1990s, A Ticket to the Boneyard (1990), A Dance at the Slaughterhouse 
(1991) and A Walk Among the Tombstones (1992) stand out for their highly realistic 
and detailed descriptions of sadism, rapes and bodily tortures. The three novels can be 
seen as a reflection of social realities: New York was suffering from a historic crime 
rate peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Right before a drastic and even dramatic 
crime rate decline by mid-1990s, the city was notorious as “the murder capital of the 
US,” with 2,262 killings recorded in 1990, quadrupling the number of 2008.
9 
Through abundant representations of violence, including the brutality in the 
denouements, Block captures public paranoid over a turbulent urban environment. 
Among the three volumes, A Dance at the Slaughterhouse, which won Edgar Award 
for Best Novel in 1992, is the most acclaimed for its provocative portrayal of New 
York as a moral inferno of mayhem and cruelty, a slaughterhouse-like space as the 
book title suggests.   
A Dance at the Slaughterhouse draws critical attention with its realistic 
descriptions of brutal sadist murders, which make it the very work, according to Hans 
Bertens and Theo D’haen, “in which Block comes closest to joining the trend in crime 
writing, ever increasing since the early 1980s, toward heady cocktails of voyeurism, 
                                                 
9  The statistics is derived from “New York murders ‘at 40-year low’”:   
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sex, sadism, and serial murder” (54). This comment, without further elaboration from 
Bertens and D’haen, denotes more criticism than recognition, though. As David 
Glover points out, thrillers have been dismissed by many critics as a sub-genre that 
tends to pursue effects of suspense and shock at cost of logic and coherence. The 
sensational pleasure derived from reading about intensive experiences like “assaults 
upon the fictional body, a constant awareness of the physicality of danger, 
sadomasochistic scenario or torture or persecution,” is assumed to be nothing more 
than commercial appeal (135-8). Block’s adoption of thriller writing style in A Dance 
at the Slaughterhouse seems to invite similar criticism.   
Yet as Glover demonstrates in tracing the lineage of the twentieth-century 
thriller writing, contextualization of both social and literary history is necessary to 
discern distinctive literary contribution of individual works to crime fiction. Here I am 
going to follow this principle to analyze the provocative representations of violence in 
A Dance at the Slaughterhouse. By incorporating a review of the social circumstances 
of the early 1990s New York, I’d like to explore the social and literary dimensions of 
the textual violence. I would argue that there is a duality in Block’s treatment of 
violence. Violent behaviors in this story either belong to the category of authentic 
violence or are classified as performative violence. The distinction and correlation of 
the two categories, which I will present later, unveil Block’s dual intentions to load 
the story with violence. On the one hand, he foregrounds serious social problems with 
realistic depictions of torment and sexual abuse. On the other hand, other violent acts   Tsai 31
are hailed as sources of pleasure and as profitable entertainment. Appropriating the 
concept of “performativity,” borrowed from gender theory, I would also examine the 
problematic boundary between the two categories, arguing that the crossing would 
lead to moral ambiguities that undermine Block’s representation of justice. My 
analysis is divided into three parts: the first part reviews the history of Deuce, a 
nickname for the 42
nd St. area and Times Square, to trace performativity of violence 
back to theaters in this zone. The second part focuses on the distinction between 
performative and authentic violence, and the third part explores the consequences of 
the possible transgression from performative violence to authentic violence.     
Times Square and Maspeth: Theater and Performance 
To elucidate the performativity of violence in A Dance at the Slaughterhouse, I 
will first provide a brief overview of Times Square. The Times Square area is a 
downtown region in Manhattan, stretching from West 40
th to West 53
rd Streets and 
encompassing blocks between Sixth and Eighth Avenues, with the junction of 
Broadway and Seventh Avenue as the center. It is also known as Forty-Second Street, 
the very location of the famous theater district, also called the Deuce or the Forty 
Deuce, thereby standing as an iconic landmark of New York City. During the 1920s, 
the Golden Age of New York, Times Square was tantamount to the urban glamour and 
big-city nightlife. In the 1960s and 1970s, the darkest period of the city, this icon 
became the synonym of crime and corruption. After the urban revival propelled by 
“Disneyfication” in the 1990s, it has regained the title of the entertainment hub of the   Tsai 32
city and even of the nation. In my analysis of A Dance at the Slaughterhouse, the 
significance of this area lies in two aspects: first, Block appropriates Times Square as 
the primary setting of the novel to signify the moral abyss of the late 1980s New York. 
Although the Deuce does not serve as the location of the main crime scene, it is an 
iconic site of authentic as well as performative violence. Second, as the “birthplace of 
American mass-market entertainment,” Times Square emblemizes consumerism that 
dominates the modern city and thus serves as a perfect stage for representing 
performatvity and consumption of violence (Bianco 1).   
In A Dance at the Slaughterhouse Lawrence Block not only portrays the 
corrupted periods of New York but the bleakest time ever of Times Square. In contrast 
to the present spectacular block that draws in countless tourists every year, the district 
was so notorious for crime, drugs and prostitution that it became “one of the most 
sexually segregated unban areas in America” that women tended to avoid since the 
1960s (Homberger 209). Having his detective “scan the Deuce and wonder how many 
of the young men on the street right the minute would ever see thirty-five,” Block 
singles out sources of turbulence in this area by picturing the scenario of runaway 
boys’ fate: “drugs would waste some of them and disease would do for some more, 
and a fair number of the rest would kill each other (141). The streets were occupied 
mainly by streetwalkers, drug peddlers, alcoholics and runaway youths while the 
streetscape featured porn shops, sex clubs, and brothels masquerading as massage 
parlors. The overtly higher crime rate of murder, rape and robbery than other areas in   Tsai 33
the city made this district a moral gutter. Despite being referred to by Scudder as 
“having been always there,” Times Square is one of the bleakest districts of New York 
in the late eighties and early nineties (73).   
Times Square was not always a nightmarish area. As Anthony Bianco recounts 
in Ghosts of 42
nd Street: A History of America’s Most Infamous Block, in its heyday 
that began at the turn of the twentieth century, the 42
nd Street was a dazzling zone of 
entertainments and vigorous nightlife. Since the “Father of Times Square,” Oscar 
Hammerstein, opened the first theater Olympia here in 1895, the district enjoyed its 
Golden Age for the following three decades. Theaters and playhouses thrived and 
staged a wide variety of shows, operas and plays until the area gradually lost its 
appeal to investors in the 1930s for the increasing number of homeless people 
roaming on the streets and scared off middle-class audience. As many theaters closed 
down or were converted to low-rise, low-rent entertainment quarters, the district had 
gradually become the center of this city’s pornography industry by mid-1970s. West 
42
nd Street alone had eighteen adult bookstores and five sex cinemas between Sixth 
Avenue and Eighth Avenue. Sexual performance proliferated in kind as well as in 
number. Peep shows machines, sex cinemas, porn video booths, strip show clubs, and 
even life-sex exhibition halls flourished and brought in great revenues for their 
investors. This accounts for Scudder’s choice of the Deuce as his first destination in 
tracking the snuff film by the Stettners.   
As prosperous in this block was the black market trade. As a black youth   Tsai 34
Scudder runs across in the Deuce comments, “‘Everybody on the Deuce be lookin’ for 
somethin’” (Dance 76). One of Scudder’s monologues demonstrates the variety and 
the illicit nature of business in the Deuce:   
I wasn’t drawn to any other porn stores, nor did I want any of the service 
the street had to offer. I didn’t want to buy drugs or hire a sexual partner. 
I didn’t want to watch a kung fu movie or buy basketball sneakers or 
electronic equipment or a stray hat with a two-inch brim. I could have 
bought a switchblade knife (“Sold only in kit form; assembly may be 
illegal in some states”) or some fake photo ID, printed while-U-wait, $5 
black-and-white, $10 color. I could have played Pac-Man or Donkey 
Kong, or listened to a white-haired black man with a bullhorn who had 
absolute conclusive proof that Jesus Christ was a full-blooded Negro 
born in present-day Gabon. (74-75) 
In spite of Scudder’s explicit resistance to the moral degradation of the notorious 
district, this passage illustrates the circulation of “illicit wares of all sorts from stolen 
typewriters and televisions to handguns and underage sex” (Bianco 177). 
Regardless of its developmental cycle of prosperity and decline in the past 
century, Times Square remains a space of performance and consumption. Whether 
cultured or obscene plays, musicals or peep shows, legitimate theaters or porn video 
booths, the district has been engaging investors, producers and performers in 
commercial performances for audience of all social classes. In A Dance at the   Tsai 35
Slaughterhouse, the dominant values of consumerism and the cultural tradition of 
theater is embodied in the representations of performative violence. 
Another notable space is the New Maspeth Arena, a fictional place that 
witnesses the major violent scenes in A Dance at the Slaughterhouse, with its ground 
floor as the location of boxing matches in the opening of the novel and its basement 
seeing the 42
nd Street boy prostitutes’ brutal deaths as well as the doom of the 
Stettners in the dénouement. Maspeth, a neighborhood in Queens, bordering Brooklyn 
on the south and west, serves as a counterpart of Times Square in the New York 
landscape in the novel. It has remained at a distance from downtown bustles and 
hustles since European settlements in the 1640s, described by Block as an “industrial 
wasteland” with “warehouses and factories and drab residential streets” and a 
peripheral area that “you could live a lifetime in New York without ever getting to” 
(2). Both Times Square and Maspeth are emblematic of crime and degradation in the 
city. In the visually and emotionally striking final shot of the Stettner’s snuff film, 
which focuses on the victim’s red blood flowing into the drain across the floor of the 
arena with a black-and-white square pattern, Block employs the metaphor of blood to 
describe excessive violence and lust and the downward flow signifies moral 
degradation. The scenario of a fallen underworld unrestrained from morality is further 
articulated in Stettner’s fantasizing digging down the basement of New Maspeth 
Arena to “create a space running the entire length of the building” that he would turn 
into a “luxurious world” beyond people’s search (276). However, what differentiates   Tsai 36
Maspeth from Times Square is that the marginal location of Maspeth nurtures the 
imagination of an alternative space where individual action and moral standards are 
no longer subject to the impotent legal system. Only in such a fictional desolate 
building as the New Maspeth Arena can Scudder “play judge and jury” along with the 
executioner (291). If Times Square is the location where Scudder experiences 
performativity of violence, Maspeth offers a perfect stage for him to perform 
violence.   
Performative and Authentic Violence 
As Stephen Knight comments, A Dance at the Slaughterhouse is a 
“violence-focused” work, in which violence permeates the narrative from beginning 
to end in both primary and secondary plots (138). The primary plot is marked by 
intensely realist depictions of rape, sadism, murder, and slaughter while the secondary 
plot involves violent acts presented in diverse forms and through different media like 
boxing matches, movies, and sadomasochistic pornography. I classify Block’s 
representations of violence into two kinds: the violent behaviors in the primary plot 
are authentic violence, which is meant to hurt or slay. In contrast, those presented in 
secondary plot belong to performative violence, which refers to violent behaviors or 
acts that are “performed” instead of being imposed on the victim by force.   
Just like authentic violence, performative violence engages a pair of perpetrator 
and victim; the perpetrator intends to cause pain or injury with actions or words. What 
differentiate the two is the aim of the violent acts and the power structure between the   Tsai 37
two sides. Performative violence is basically a show in which the victim get beaten or 
tortured to entertain the audience, like the fights of wrestlers, massacre in movies, or 
rape in a play. There is a consensus between abuser and victim that what matters is not 
whether the victim does get hurt or pretend to be but whether the audience is amused. 
There is no real victim or abuser but performers. In contrast, authentic violence is 
used to harm, usually physically or sometimes mentally as well. It features a more 
definite and imbalanced perpetrator-victim relation.   
Block represents the two forms of violence as mutually excluded categories in 
A Dance at the Slaughterhouse. While imagining New York as a city overflowing 
with violence of various forms, Block has his protagonist live through the chaos by 
setting up his own moral standards. By discerning authentic violence from 
performative violence, Scudder is able to react to them in different ways instead of 
oversimplifying them or panicking. This division serves as a strategy that helps 
Scudder and probably Block himself survive moral crisis in the turbulent city. One 
example of the strategic division is the opposition of violent sex and sexual violence. 
In his investigation of the videotape murderer, Scudder goes to the Deuce and watches 
some sadomasochistic porn. There he   
watch[es] men and women do various things to one another, each some 
variation on an overall theme of punishment and pain. Some of the 
victims seemed to be enjoying the proceedings, and none looked to be in 
any real distress. They were performers, willing volunteers, troupers   Tsai 38
putting on a show. (74) 
This passage shows the unstable power relation in sadism and sadomasochistic 
pornography. In S/M sex, with consent from both sides, the victim enjoys the 
humiliation, beating or torture when the abuser feels erotic excitement in causing pain. 
As for sadomasochistic pornography, it belongs to the large consumption of violence 
and sex, and sexual partners in sadomasochistic pornography, referred by Scudder as 
“performers” “volunteers” and “troupers,” are believed to exercise free will and even 
derive pleasure from these violent acts.   
Representing sadomasochistic pornography as performative violence suggests 
an alternative way of presenting sex and sexuality distinct from the hard-boiled 
tradition. Sex and violence has been interrelated themes in the hard-boiled subgenre. 
It is common to see strong sexual appeal between the detective and a beautiful female 
character that appears to be harmless and victimized. Yet the innocent beauty usually 
turns out to be a manipulative temptress or even the murderer, epitomized by Carmen 
Sternwood in Raymond Chandler’s Big Sleep. The archetypical image of female 
characters in the subgenre, known as femme fatale, embodies misogyny that emerged 
due to the rising social status of women since the 1920s. Sex, for the hard-boiled 
detective, is associated with betrayal, danger, and even death, while female sexuality 
means one of the biggest obstacles that detours the detective from his solitary quest 
for justice and morality. In A Dance at the Slaughterhouse, Olga Stettner apparently 
takes the role of femme fatale with excessive lust and destructive personality.   Tsai 39
However, when identifying the commercial and performative nature of 
sadomasochistic pornography, Block seems to spare moral anxieties in presenting 
performative sexual violence.   
Despite a liberal perspective on sadomasochistic pornography, Block launches a 
strong and definite rebuke against authentic sexual violence as a specimen of outrage 
and oppression. By depicting a snuff porn watching experience through Scudder’s 
eyes, Block details the Stettners’ deadly sexual abuse of a runaway youth who is 
ironically known on the street as Happy. Compared to the brief account of Scudder’s 
S/M porn viewing, the torture and murder are described in details in a provocative 
way, but what distinguishes violent sex and sexual violence, in Block’s representation, 
is the imbalanced power relation between the abuser and the victim. In the Stettners 
film, there is a stark contrast in appearances between the victim, whose young age and 
innocence are highlight as a contrast to the sophisticated and sadistic abusers; the 
contrast suggests the hierarchical power relation between the two sides. The 
irreversibility of the abuser-victim position is further implicated when the Stettners 
silence Happy first by orally warning him to “shut up” and then they cover his mouth 
with tape. Without his voice, the victim is even deprived of the right to utter his 
feelings when suffering pain. 
The Stettners snuff film is another example of performative and authentic 
violence. The sex crime film is recorded over half of a videotape that originally stores 
a classic movie entitled The Dirty Dozen. The Dirty Dozen is a World War II film that   Tsai 40
evoked controversy at its release in 1967 for its unconventional violence. Telling a 
story about a group of American soldiers convicted of felony carrying out a raid on 
German officers, it is reviewed by New York Times as “an astonishingly wanton war 
film,” in which “shooting and stabbing and setting fire to a lot of them locked in an 
air-raid shelter, and then carrying it on to interminable length, is a studied indulgence 
of sadism that is morbid and disgusting beyond words.”
10  For the viewers, the 
juxtaposition of cinematic violent action and authentic sex crime is really disturbing: 
          “The  Dirty  Dozens,  people  get killed left and right, all those Germans and 
some of our guys, and so what? You see it and it’s nothing. But this other 
thing, those two creeps and that kid—” 
          “ I t   w a s   r e a l . ”   ( 6 2 )  
The conversation between Scudder and his wife suggests the ultimate opposition 
between authentic and performative violence. Despite the same level of violence, the 
“real” crime is perceived as much more provocative.   
Block further highlights the moral opposition of performative and authentic 
violence in the representation of boxing. The performativity of boxing is manifested 
in the opening passages of the novel, which shows that the primary aim of fighting in 
a boxing ring is to create a spectacle that entertains the audience that come to the area 
as well as those who watch through telecasting. Although, unlike wrestling, a boxing 
match has no script to follow, sometimes the patron or agent company exerts 
                                                 
10  Bosley Crowther, “The Dirty Dozen,” New York Times, 16 June 1967 
<http://movies.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=EE05E7DF173DE267BC4E52DFB066838C679EDE>.   Tsai 41
influence on the opponent to advantage their own boxer in a fight, as Block has 
suggested in other Scudder stories. In addition, Scudder has been known as a boxing 
fan since Eight Million Ways to Die, and boxing, a common interest of Scudder and 
his friends, becomes an effective means for homosociality. Yet as revealed later in the 
plot, the New Maspeth Arena, where the boxing match takes place, is also the 
Stettners’ sadist playground and the setting for the snuff film. The juxtaposition of the 
two violent behaviors in the same location, Block first making an analogy between 
them in Scudder’s comment:   
“[The Stettners] were recreational killers, they did it for the sport of it. 
They enjoyed it. I can’t understand that, but there are plenty of people 
who can’t understand how I can enjoy watching a boxing match. Maybe 
what people do or don’t enjoy is yet another are that’s beyond 
judgment.” (292) 
However, despite recognizing the arbitrariness of taking pleasure from violence in 
both boxing and Stettners’ sexual crimes, Block maintains his moral stands and makes 
judgments against the latter: 
“They were doing this and getting away with it…No indictment, no arrest, 
no charges brought, not even an investigation. A pretty good cop found 
the whole thing so frustrating he drank himself stupid. I wasn’t prepared 
to do that myself.” (292) 
Performativity of Violence and Moral Ambiguity     Tsai 42
          Block seems to set up a clear boundary between the two forms of crime. 
However, in spite of his opposite treatments of violent sex and sexual violence, the 
line has been crossed in the narrative. In the Stettners film, the transformation of 
violence from performativity to authenticity proceeds gradually and subtly. Leveling 
up along with the intensity of sexual intercourse, the abuse initiates with verbal 
offense and goes further to slapping the victim on the chest to and then to assaults on 
his sexual organs. After the tape-covering of the boy’s mouth come more fierce 
beating and sex until the climax of the nipple-cutting scene occurs along with orgasm. 
Here, what psychologically disturbs is not so much the cruelty of the crime as the 
uncertainty in the boundary between sexual fantasy and cold-blooded murder.   
     A  theoretical  exploration  of  performativity of violence will expose the inherent 
instability of the division. The notion of performativity is proposed by Judith Bulter to 
theorize sexual identities, lesbian in particular, and is later widely appropriated in 
identity studies. To subvert the myth of heterosexuality as the origin of all sex, Butler 
first reverses the conventionally assumed cause-and-effect between identity and 
performance, maintaining that one’s sexual performance is not determined by but 
instead determines one’s sex: 
To say that I “play” at being one is not to say that I am not one “really”; 
rather, how and where I play at being one is the way in which that 
“being” gets established, instituted, circulated, and confirmed…it is 
through the repeated play of this sexuality that “I” is insistently   Tsai 43
reconstituted as a lesbian “I.” (18) 
Being “insistently reconstituted,” “I” turns out to be an unstable sign. Establishing 
that performance proceeds the performer, Butler points out the inherent instability of 
the subject since repetition is subject to change, despite how slight. Every moment “I” 
is forming through repetition, it is replacing the “I” that existed in the last moment 
and is going to be subverted and substituted by a new “I.” With the inconsistency of 
repetition, Butler contests the category of heterosexuality: 
           if  heterosexuality  is  compelled  to  repeat  itself  in  order  to  establish  the 
illusion of its own uniformity and identity, then this is an identity 
permanently at risk, for what if it fails to repeat, or if the very exercise of 
repetition is redeployed for a very different performative purpose? (24) 
As performativity of sexuality undermines the illusion of stable and prior sexual 
identities, I would suggest that performativity of violence is as disruptive. As I have 
discussed earlier, performative and authentic violence in A Dance at the 
Slaughterhouse are differentiated not by action but by purpose. Performers use 
violence to entertain the audience while criminals intend to hurt someone against 
his/her will, and it is the different purposes that evoke diverse reactions from Scudder. 
Yet the verb “perform” has a twofold meaning. On the one hand, to perform is to 
make a show to entertain the viewers. On the other hand, as in Butler’s discourse, it 
suggests action and behavior as the opposite of predetermined existence. As Butler 
argues, “there is no performer prior to the performed” and that “the performance   Tsai 44
constitutes the appearance of a subject as its effect” (24). In this sense, both 
performers and criminals are performing violence with their identities being 
“insistently reconstituted” by their repeated performances. As I have demonstrated in 
my interpretation of the Stettners’ snuff film, in the performance of violence, there are 
possibilities of “fail[ing] to repeat” the category and twists on the “performative 
purpose” occur subtly. The division of performative and authentic violence, therefore, 
becomes blurred and may easily collapse.   
With the instability of the division, a narrative crisis emerges. The story of A 
Dance at the Slaughterhouse ends with Scudder “playing judge and jury” and 
executing the criminals that manage to evade legal punishment (291). The powerful 
ending is the ultimate demonstration of Scudder’s self-defining morality as a 
resistance to the degraded corrupt world. Moreover, the fulfillment of justice seems 
more satisfying due to the brutality of the execution. The ending slaughter scene 
echoes the boxing match in the opening chapter, but is much more brutal with 
descriptions of physical torture, like mutilation of Stettner’s hand by Mick Ballou.   
     In  a  film  they  would  show  the scene in slow motion…Mick’s hand, 
gripping the huge cleaver, poised high overhead, then flashing down in a 
deadly arc. The blade biting cleanly, surgically, through the wrist. The 
hand appearing to leap forward, away from the blade, as if liberated from 
its arm. (282) 
The Stettners’ images of cruel sexual murders seem to justify the bloody and violent   Tsai 45
killing in the end, for the couple deserve as much pain and torture as they had 
imposed on their victims. Also, detailing the mutilating process like “show[ing] the 
scene in slow motion” in a film, Block intends to thrill and entertain the readers as 
well as to highlight the intensity of good-and-evil conflicts. However, the justice is 
problematic when the way of its fulfillment is examined with the performativity of 
violence. Since “there is no performer prior to the performed,” Scudder is a 
perpetrator of brutal violence when he performs the killing. As a performer 
determined by his performance, Scudder is not separated from the Stettners in two 
different camps but can be grouped as one. Block manipulate the performativity of 
violence throughout the narrative to establish hard-boiled moral standards to survive 
in urban chaos, but it turns out that morality and justice are issues too complicated to 
approach with violence as the means.
11  
Conclusion 
By presenting performative violence as a counterpart of authentic violence, 
Block demonstrates the circulation and consumption of violence in the city and how 
performative violence causes moral ambiguity in the early 1990s New York.     
The most intriguing performative violence in A Dance at the Slaughterhouse is 
the detective novel itself. Block may have implicitly responded to the critic dismissal 
of thriller writing by manifesting the performativity of violence in this novel. 
Detective fiction is a popular genre with a tremendous market, and violent action 
                                                 
11  Block may have realized the limitations and inherent deficiency of self-fulfilling justice and thus 
ceases to have Scudder “play judge and jury” after A Walk Among the Tombstones (1992).   Tsai 46
described in detective fiction is a form of performative violence, which aims to 
entertain readers. Since it is all about performance, depictions of sadism, rape, murder, 
or mutilation is merely part of the large consumption of violence. By demonstrating 
the ambiguity of performative violence in his fictional work, Block resonates with the 
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Chapter Four 
The Persistence of Trauma: 
Imagination of Post 9/11 World in All the Flowers Are Dying and Small Town 
The story of trauma, then, as the narrative of a belated experience, far 
from telling of an escape from reality—the escape from a death, or from 
its referential force—than attests to its endless impact on a life. 
—Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 
The 9/11 event leaves New York City an unprecedented emotional blow. As a 
city that had never been violated since its establishment, New York experienced a 
disillusion of “social order in everyday life…assured by the sheer absence of war” 
and the “distinction between the social disorder within societies and across societies” 
(Appadurai 15), both of which were taken for granted before 9/11 terrorist attacks. 
This destructive event revealed something that New Yorkers had been unaware of: 
local crimes would not be the only form of violence that intrudes their everyday life 
and threatens civilians’ lives.
12 As New Yorkers endeavor to revitalize their home city 
from the ashes of the collapsed towers, they, as well as the entire nation and even the 
whole world, strive for more understanding of the event itself and the possible 
changes it has generated. Repetitive recalling and rethinking of a catastrophe like this, 
as Cathy Caruth proposes, is an experience of trauma. The complex traumatic effects 
                                                 
12  As the U.S. president George W. Bush asserted in the address to a joint session of congress 
following 9/11 attacks, “Americans have known the causalities of war—but not at the center of a great 
city on a peaceful morning. Americans have known surprise attacks—but never before on thousands of 
civilians.”   Tsai 48
of the 9/11 event have inspired a great amount of literary imagination. Some 
foreground the event, reconstructing the scene to stress the exceptional feelings of 
terror and shock while others connect it to previous disasters, trying to locate it in the 
temporal continuum of history. Among them, Lawrence Block shows an undaunted 
ambition to approach 9/11’s traumatic experience in two detective novels, Small Town 
(2003) and All the Flowers Are Dying (2005) despite the formulaic and thematic 
limitations of detective fiction genre. Yet how does Block, as a master of creating 
imaginary deaths, deal with a real catastrophe with a death toll of thousands? In what 
ways does he negotiate the dictates of genre and the event itself? As a native New 
Yorker, how does he present a global event from a local perspective in his stories?   
This chapter aims to explore Block’s post 9/11 world and to examine his 
representations of authentic violence of great magnitude like 9/11 and its aftermath in 
hard-boiled detective stories. Interpreting Small Town and All the Flowers Are Dying 
based on trauma theory, I would argue that in the two novels Block creates a world 
“possessed”
13  by post 9/11 trauma, in which neither individuals nor the community is 
able to “escape from a death, or from its referential force,” as Caruth put it. My 
analysis would start by addressing the issue of genre. Always ending with a resolution 
to mysterious murders, detective fiction seems to be a genre improper and unable to 
represent 9/11 terrorist attacks, an event with a far-reaching impact, whose reasons 
                                                 
13  Instead of “possessing” a traumatic experience, as Cathy Caruth explains in the introduction of 
Trauma and Experience, “to be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event” (4; my 
emphasis). The reversal of passive and active voice is meant to stress the power and persistence of 
trauma.    Tsai 49
and effects are too complicated to have a “resolution” available yet. However, by 
demonstrating that the hard-boiled sub-genre is a genre of trauma, I would suggest 
that Block as a genre writer of hard-boiled detective fiction has a fair or even a better 
chance to render profound interpretation of 9/11 like writers of serious literature. 
While characterizing his hard-boiled hero with individual traumatic experience in his 
pre-9/11 works, Block takes a step further to portray post-9/11 trauma as collective 
pain in Small Town and All the Flowers Are Dyingl. Depicting collective experience of 
“attest[ing] [9/11’s] endless impact on a life,” Block joins the newly formed genre of 
9/11 literature, which “reframe[s] and focus[es] the meaning of 9/11 by employing 
representational strategies that emphasize the desire for (and construction of) meaning, 
and that dramatize the continuing resonance of 9/11 in the collective life of the United 
States and beyond” (Keniston & Quinn 2). Block’s emphasis on “the desire for 
meaning” and dramatization of “the continuing resonance,” as I will analyze later, are 
carried out in his presentation of the disruption of time and space. By appropriating 
Cathy Caruth’s discussion of trauma I propose that Block, in manipulation of the 
temporal and spatial distortion of social reality in his works highlights the 
incommensurability of the event—“the impossibility of knowing and conveying what 
actually occurred on that day” (Keniston & Quinn 6)—and perceives survival as a 
crisis rather than bliss, which plagues his post-attack New York. Yet while Block 
manages to penetrate “the continuing resonance of 9/11,” I would also argue that too 
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political and cultural dimensions. Attributing the casualties to the long-overwhelming 
violence in the hard-boiled city, he fails to present 9/11 as a violent act of complex 
causes and effects.   
My discussion is divided into three parts. The first part reviews both trauma 
theory and the hard-boiled sub-genre tradition to manifest that hard-boiled tradition is 
a genre of trauma. In the second part, I will probe into the temporal and spatial 
imagination in Small Town to illustrate belatedness of traumatic experience and the 
crisis of survival as a traumatic symptom. The third part focuses on All the Flowers 
Are Dying; making a comparison between Small and All, I will tease out dislocation 
and timelessness as a sign of paralyzed intellect revealed in the latter.   
Trauma Theory and Hard-boiled Detective Fiction 
In Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Cathy Caruth addresses the issue of 
trauma, a psychological phenomenon which had been frequently ignored until it 
started to draw academic attention as “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder” (PTSD) in the 
aftermath of the Vietnam War. Yet Freud, according to Caruth, had taken interest in 
this subject as he observed the patient’s traumatic dreams that took him/her back to 
unpleasant situations or accidents against the patient’s will. On the personal level, 
trauma is defined not by the lasting memory of a catastrophic event of the past; rather, 
the event, which is not fully experienced as it occurred in the past, keeps returning to 
be experienced again and again. The belatedness in trauma, therefore, makes it 
difficult to register in mind and to comprehend, and its inaccessibility constitutes a   Tsai 51
void in the psyche. 
Also in Unclaimed Experience, Caruth alludes to Freud’s account for the 
history of Jews, expanding the notion of trauma to the public level to express her 
ethical concerns. Making an analogy between trauma and history, Caruth claims 
“history to be the history of a trauma” (15). She connects the two by stressing the 
linkage, of both trauma and history, to the outer world, maintaining that “history, like 
trauma, is never simply one’s own” and that “history is precisely the way we are 
implicated in each other’s traumas” (24).   
Examined with trauma theory, hard-boiled detective fiction can be taken as a 
genre of trauma. First, hard-boiled detective stories are characterized by the 
incomprehensibility of the fragmented and disjointed urban world despite the solution 
of the crime in the dénouement. The final revelation of the truth of the private eye is 
hardly enjoyable since he has undergone betrayals and deceptions in detection, which 
are often conducted by an intimate friend or girlfriend. The discrepancy between 
“appearance and reality, surface and depth, past and present” confronts the detective 
over and over again in every story (Scaggs 72). Eventually it is the unintelligibly 
repetitive violence and betrayals, rather than specific murders or crimes in a single 
story, that define and characterize the detective and the hard-boiled world, which can 
be exemplified by Raymond Chandler’s gloomy Los Angeles and his cynical PI, 
Philip Marlowe.   
Matthew Scudder is another notable example of hard-boiled detectives   Tsai 52
struggling with trauma. Throughout the sixteen volumes that span almost three 
decades, Scudder is haunted by the face of a little girl that he accidentally shot dead 
with a ricocheting bullet. This event had been brought up in retrospect since Scudder 
made his debut appearance in 1976, yet it keeps being recollected and retold with his 
inner voice. The insistent return of her death drives Scudder away from his former life 
path of a normal career as a cop and a family of four. The girl’s accidental death is 
recurrent in other forms in Scudder’s life as he reads in newspapers every day about 
unexpected deaths. In the previous stories that came out before 2001, Scudder’s 
traumatic experience is private and personal, yet the 9/11 event changes him, and 
more significantly, his creator. Instead of being a private experience, the event 
involves many people “in each other’s traumas,” which Block attempts to represent in 
Small Town and All the Flowers Are Dying.  
Survival and Crisis in Small Town 
By addressing to a public disaster like 9/11, Block tackles a traumatic 
experience shared by many in his writing. In the case of 9/11, the traumatic effects are 
not confined to individuals but engage all New Yorkers; through TV broadcasting of 
the clash scene, the whole nation was seized by panic. At the beginning of both Small 
Town and All the Flowers Are Dying, the 9/11 event is addressed as a temporal marker 
that harbingers the (re-)presentation of a new New York by Block in his fictional 
pieces. Right before the main text of Small Town, Block gives a brief account of the 
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nothing would ever be the same again” (1). A similar comment appears in the opening 
scene of All the Flowers Are Dying: in response to his friend’s inquiry of a common 
friend’s death, “‘He died, didn’t he? Was that before or after 9/11?’” Scudder’s inner 
voice utters, “that’s our watershed; everything in our lives is before or after the date” 
(1-2). For survivors of a catastrophe, the world and even their own existence will 
definitely feel different, because, as trauma theory suggests, the catastrophic event is 
never past. Rather, the ending of an event simply heralds its insistent return. In the 
following section, I will conduct a traumatic reading of Block’s Small Town, the first 
novel published by Block after 9/11. Rewritten after the event despite the one hundred 
pages having been done by then,
14  this novel is meant to present something that may 
have scarcely been represented in hard-boiled detective fiction: the survival as a crisis 
as a symptom of PTSD.     
Small Town is a multiple-viewpoint non-series novel that describes the lives of a 
group of New Yorkers who are loosely connected by a series of murders taking place 
in the summer before the anniversary of 9/11 attacks. The city, seemingly recovering 
from the nightmarish event and restoring a normal path of life, falls under the threat of 
a serial killer, whose pattern and motivation for killing eludes rational minds. The 
mysterious killer, suspected to be a terrorist that resents the city as an outsider, turns 
out to be a senior citizen having settled in New York for all his life. With his family 
                                                 
14  In interviews by Tome Callahan in 2003 and Kevin Burton Smith in 2004, Lawrence Block recalled 
pondering on the project of Small Town for “a dozen of years,” wanting to write a book “that really got 
a lot of the city into it.” After the September 11 attacks occurred, he rewrote the one hundred pages that 
had been done—recast it and changed the timeframe—to make it a story that took place after 9/11.     Tsai 54
broken due to the 9/11 attacks, he causes violent deaths out of an obsessive love for 
the city, referring to his victims as sacrifices that die an honorable death to make the 
city prosper, just like those who have perished in historic disasters such as September 
11 attacks. Paradoxically, aside from terror, these serial killings contribute to personal 
success and enhance mutual bonding among the main characters.   
Although the detective is the representative character dealing with trauma in the 
Scudder series, Block deviates from conventional characterization, making the 
criminal, nicknamed the Carpenter, play the role of hard-boiled hero who confronts a 
traumatic future after surviving the event. The Carpenter is a complex figure for his 
double identities of both a villain and victim. Among the numerous characters, the 
Carpenter is the only one who can claim victimhood of the September 11 attacks. As a 
retiree from an advertising company, who lived in New York for more than three 
decades, the Carpenter lost his children to the collapse of twin towers and his wife 
committed suicide soon after the event. After the drastic changes in life, this 
mild-tempered family man starts to wander about the city and do merciless killings, 
taking away dozens of lives around New York City by homicide and arson. What 
makes this character even more intriguing is his motivation for those gratuitous 
killings. Comparing the deaths he causes with all the disasters in New York history 
that claimed many lives, the Carpenter refers to both as necessary “sacrifices” to 
“revitalize the wounded city” (163). In other words, he does not kill for revenge; 
instead, he kills to glorify his home city.     Tsai 55
An oversimplified reading of the character may interpret the Carpenter as an old 
crazy guy who is driven insane by bereavement and revenges the world by killing 
innocent people. However, seeing his serial killings as a strategy to deal with a 
survival crisis will make it easy to make sense of his destructive action propelled by 
deep “love” for the city.   
Instead of feeling relieved for surviving the catastrophe, the Carpenter is 
confronted with a crisis resulting from the survival itself. In the introduction of 
Trauma and Experience, Caruth points out the motif of survival as one significant 
aspect of traumatic experience: “for those who undergo trauma, it is not only the 
moment of the event, but of the passing out of it that is traumatic; that survival itself, 
in other words, can be a crisis” (9). Later in Unclaimed Experience, the notion of 
survival is elaborated in her interpretation of Freud’s works. Referring to trauma as 
“an enigma of survival” in “Traumatic Departures: Survival and History in Freud,” 
Caruth emphasizes that “it is only by recognizing traumatic experience as a 
paradoxical relation between destructiveness and survival that we can also recognize 
the legacy of incomprehensibility at the heart of catastrophic experience” (58). 
Proposing the dual meanings of trauma, Caruth reminds us that destruction never ends 
as the violent act or disaster is over; instead, destructiveness is embedded in traumatic 
experience since the destructive event recurs in various forms like memory and dream. 
It is the persistent destructiveness that makes survival a tremendous mental challenge, 
and, as Caruth calls it, a crisis.     Tsai 56
As the only survivor in his family, the Carpenter finds survival a tough task. As 
the tragic past repetitively returns to his mind, he is suffering from disrupted 
perception of time and lags behind in life. Therefore, to survive trauma, the Carpenter 
incorporates historical time into his knowing of the catastrophe to alleviate the 
temporal disruption. His dependence on historical time is evident in his obsession 
with city history. His chief hobby for life has been reading the historical works about 
New York and studying the history of the city, among the few things that he continues 
to do after the event occurred. Deviating from a normal life path he used to take, he 
moved out of his apartment into a cheap hotel that only caters to the minimum needs 
for living. The only personal belongings left are books of New York history: George 
Templeton Strong’s diary that provides a personal account for nineteenth century New 
York, Herbert Asbury’s The Gang of New York (1928), and The Encyclopedia of New 
York City (1995) are all among his personal collection and reading list. Yet after the 
tragic day, this hobby transforms into obsession. By recalling the historic loss-of-life 
disasters, including the Draft Riots
15  of 1863, the SS General Slocum’s burning
16 in 
1904, the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire
17  of 1911, as well as the gang wars and 
other great fires, the Carpenter discards the objective demeanor in analyzing the 
                                                 
15  The New York Draft Riots were a civil insurgence that broke out on July 13, 1863, to express 
discontent and anger at new laws passed by Congress to draft men to fight in the Civil War. The riots 
lasted for four days with at least one hundred people killed, more than two thousand injured and 
numerous buildings destroyed.   
16  A passenger’s ship named the SS General Slocum caught fire and burned to the water in New York's 
East River on June 15, 1904, causing a death toll of more than one thousand. It is the second worst 
loss-of-life disaster in New York City area. 
17  The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire refers to the disaster taking place in a garment factory in New 
York City on March 25, 1911. The fire took 146 lives away, all of whom were seamstresses that were 
stuck on the ninth floor for the warning arrived too late and the only exit available then was locked. As 
one of the worst workplace disasters in New York history, the tragedy led to improvements on factory 
safety standards.   Tsai 57
historical facts and instead attributes all the violence into a noble cause: the violent 
deaths were “a sacrifice” which is indispensible for the city to rebound to become 
“greater than ever” (157).   
In addition to identifying with a new temporal form, the Carpenter resorts to 
violence as a way to overcome the predicament of survival. Instead of being driven by 
insanity to commit serial killings of randomly selected victims, the Carpenter perform 
the act of killing in repetition with a purpose of experiencing violent deaths of the 
9/11 event to, though belatedly, achieve understanding of the inaccessible catastrophe. 
Furthermore, he takes serial killings as a way to redeem of the dead. As critic Jenny 
Edkins points out in Trauma and the Memory of Politics, the trauma of 9/11 attacks 
“lay not so much in the fact of loss but in its manner.” The devastating attacks on 
civilians had their individuality erased; the victims, like the Carpenter’s daughter and 
son-in-law, whose bodies remain unrecovered and had been “vaporized, atomized” 
(AFAD 111), “did not die as individuals; they were obliterated, rubbed out, 
disappeared”. For the bereaved people, since bodies of most victims killed in the Twin 
Towers cannot be recovered, “they didn’t die, they vanished.” The deaths in the 
attacks are so abrupt and brutal that they cannot be easily comprehended and 
registered in mind, and the disembodied deaths further expose vulnerability and 
uncertainty of human existence (Edkins 227). To give meaning to each death, the 
Carpenter ennobles victimhood as “sweet and decorous” when it is “to die for one’s 
country” (159). For his victims as well as the fatalities of the past catastrophes in the   Tsai 58
city, he “mourn[s] them, and honor[s] their sacrifice” that serves “the greater purpose” 
(160-163). Using religious tropes of fire, sacred death and rebirth, the Carpenter 
renders a myth of sacrifice to account for the civilian casualties in 9/11 attacks as well 
as the deaths caused by his crimes, which otherwise seem random and meaningless. 
     In  her  discussion  of  “traumatic awakenings,” Caruth foregrounds the 
predicament of survival and proposes the ethical responsibility of the survivor by 
contrasting Freud’s and Lacan’s interpretations of a story of a father’s dream.
18 While 
Freud sees the image of the burning child as an illustration of the father’s being 
unable to face his child’s accidental death, Lacan pays attention to the ethical dilemma 
of the father as a survivor, who bears the responsibility to awaken and to give warning 
of the real fire whereas he may wish to stay asleep and see his child alive in his dream 
(102-6). While the Carpenter’s wife chooses eternal sleep for chances to see her 
children, the Carpenter resembles the father that awakens at the end of the story to 
face the reality. Yet Block distorts the ethical stand of traumatic awakening here, 
making the Carpenter’s “noble killings” a myth rather than an ethical choice.   
Trauma does not only affect people’s perception of time but of space. In 
addition to new temporal form, Block suggests another strategy to resist the 
overwhelming trauma in the image of hometown. Never noted for emotional 
connection among its multiple inhabitants, New York City is famous as a multi-ethnic, 
multi-cultural metropolis that features heterogeneity rather than homogeneity. Yet in 
                                                 
18  The story is derived form Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams, telling about a father who dreams 
about the room where his dead child lies catching fire, but he wakes up right after he hears in his dream 
the dead child saying “Father, don’t you see I’m burning?.”   Tsai 59
Small Town, Block presents the unprecedented sense of belonging in the metropolis 
that emerged after the catastrophe by fantasizing spaces of hometown within the 
narrative of crime and detection.   
Block’s intention is manifested in entitling this novel. In a sharp contrast to the 
magnitude of New York’s territory and population, “Small Town” denotes an 
alternative perspective to re-imagine the city. On the one hand, the word “small” 
implicates the fragility of the seemingly infallible giant city, as Lawrence Block 
quotes journalist and novelist John Gunther, New York City is often perceived as “the 
incomparable, the brilliant city of cities, the forty ninth state...the Macedonia of the 
United States.” Yet in the same quote Gunther says despite the splendors and 
immensity, “it also becomes a small town when it rains” (ST i). On the other hand, the 
trope of small town reverses the perception of New York as a big city inhabited by 
multitudes of strangers and replaces it with the image of a closely bonded 
community—a hometown. One of the strengths of the novel lies in Block’s ambition 
and achievement of presenting a drastic transformation of social networking in a 
metropolis triggered by a tragic event. He contrives an exceptionally interwoven web 
of dozens of characters with highly diverse backgrounds of ethnicity, sexuality, 
occupations, and class. All of them barely know each other until a series of brutal 
murders dramatically bring them together within no more than three months into a 
close bond that usually characterizes a small town or village instead of a big city, 
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In spite of exposing survival crisis and fragility of the seemingly strong 
metropolis, Small Town reveals hope and resistance in dealing with trauma. Yet, in his 
next novel, Block turns to highlight the incomprehensibility of 9/11 event in All the 
Flowers Are Dying.  
Dislocation and Timelessness in All the Flowers Are Dying 
Three years after the publication of Small Town came All the Flowers Are Dying 
as the latest of the sixteen-volume Scudder series. Without foregrounding the 9/11 
event as Small Town does, Block has it woven into the social fabric of the story. Set in 
post 9/11 New York, the novel features the comeback of the cunning and cold-blooded 
serial killer, Abie Bodinson, who conducted several murders but managed to get away 
with it in the previous volume of the series, Hope to Die (2001). Years of exile from 
New York makes him even crueler, more evasive and determined to take revenge 
upon Scudder in All the Flowers Are Dying. Remaining unidentified in the real world 
as well as in cyberspace, Abie takes several lives away, tries to approach Scudder and 
eventually intrudes his home, where Abie is shot dead in a fierce fight with Scudder. 
The novel ends with a scene that has repeated several times in the previous chapters: 
either Scudder or his wife, Elaine, gazes south at the site where the twin towers used 
to be. 
Lack of dramatic representations of suffering, like the agony experienced by the 
Carpenter in Small Town, does not mean that the wound is healed. Instead, All the 
Flowers Are Dying not only continues the concern with temporally and spatially   Tsai 61
traumatic displacement but presents the protagonist’s paralyzed intellect to 
comprehend 9/11. The paralysis reveals itself in the spatial imagination in All the 
Flowers Are Dying. In fact, Block’s spatial imagination of post 9/11 world undergoes 
a reversal in All the Flowers Are Dying: while the image of small town implicates 
fragility and closeness in Small Town, All the Flowers Are Dying incorporates two 
forms of space that both suggest uncertainty and unintelligibility: the Ground Zero 
and the cyberspace. 
Although the spatiality of trauma draws much less attention in trauma theory 
than temporality, it can be inferred from the following statement that trauma is 
characterized by dislocation as well as belatedness: “it is the fundamental dislocation 
implied by all traumatic experience that is both its testimony to the event and to the 
impossibility of its direct access” (Caruth 9). The catastrophic event is experienced 
not only sometime but somewhere other than its occurrence. Block presents the 
dislocation of the traumatic event with a recurrent scene—a gaze at the Ground Zero, 
the site that used to hold twin towers of World Trade Center but turned empty due to 
the 9/11 attacks. The absence of twin towers, as the most drastic and conspicuous 
change of New York urban landscape caused by the event, alters not only the 
cityscape but the viewers’ mentality. In All the Flowers Are Dying, Block represents 
Ground Zero as a site of absence and void to signify inaccessibility of the catastrophe.   
Throughout the novel, the scene repeats for times in which Scudder and his 
wife gaze south at the now-towerless site. Block even ends the novel with a gazing   Tsai 62
scene: 
In the meantime, one or the other of us is often to be found standing at 
the south window, staring off into the distance. I’m not sure what Elaine 
sees, or even what I myself am trying to glimpse out there. We’re gazing 
out at the past, perhaps, or into the future. Or, I sometimes think, at the 
uncertain present. (415) 
Based on the storyline, the association between personal melancholy of the characters 
and the loss of twin towers is easy to understand. However, the space of absence is far 
more significant when examined in specific literary and social context. First of all, the 
space of absence in All the Flowers Are Dying serves as a challenge to the generically 
assumed power of reason and logic in detective fiction. Urban space, when presented 
as the setting of a mystery, is a space of codes that awaits a decoder. Owing to the 
criminal’s efforts to confuse the detective and the writer’s endeavor to mislead readers, 
anything could be an important clue that leads to the truth no matter how irrelevant to 
the mystery it may seem at first. Clues, “initially presented in the wrong order,” wait 
for the detective to single them out and “set these events back into their chronological 
sequence” (Cawelti 89). The urban setting of detective stories, as G. K. Chesterton 
maintains in “A Defense of Detective Stories,” published in 1902, contains “no stone 
in the street and no brick in the wall that is not actually a deliberate symbol.” Even a 
place of absence—where something is supposed to exist somewhere but does 
not—rarely stays out of the coding system; it is either the mystery itself, such as the   Tsai 63
missing letter in “The Purloined Letter,” or a trick the criminal employs to distract the 
detection. Portrayed by Chesterton as the hero of “this romance of detail in 
civilization,”
19  the detective has to discern from insignificant objects and falsifying 
clues valuable pieces of information and further to derive a logical story of “what 
happened” from them (qtd. in Marcus: 247). It is the mystification and 
demystification that compose the formula of a detective story.   
Most urban space in All the Flowers Are Dying functions as a proper stage for 
mystification and demystification: the Alcoholic Anonymous meeting sees Scudder’s 
first direct contact with the criminal (though he did not realize it until much later); the 
pubs, cafes and restaurants serve as Scudder’s sources of information; the midtown 
neighborhood around Scudder’s apartment becomes the intellectual as well as 
physical battlefield between the criminal and the detective. Nevertheless, in contrast 
to the substantial buildings, streets, and neighborhoods, the towerless site of Ground 
Zero stands out as a void that stays out of the detective’s intellectual reach. Physically 
it remains detached from the characters: none of the main characters—the detective, 
the criminal, the victims—has visited the site as the plot proceeds. In terms of 
narration, the twin towers, before or after their collapse, provides no clue to the trace 
of the criminal. In other words, the site as the space of absence remains excluded from 
the symbolic system in which the detective is granted to dominate. Gazing at the 
towerless site, the detective is denied direct access both to the location and the time 
                                                 
19  The citations are derived from G. K. Chesterton’s “A Defense of Detective Stories” (1902), reprinted 
in Howard Haycraft (ed.), The Art of the Mystery Story (New York: Carrol & Graf, 1983), p.4, and 
quoted by Laura Marcus.   Tsai 64
the 9/11 attacks.   
In addition to spatial dislocation, Block presents non-linearity in portraying the 
Ground Zero. As highlighted in the ending sentence of All the Flowers Are Dying that 
describes Scudder and Elaine “gazing out at the past, perhaps, or into the future” or 
“at the uncertain present” (415), the towerless site demonstrates traumatic temporality 
of timelessness. It acts as an intrusion to (and distortion of) the linear time, keeping it 
from “moving unproblematically from past through present to future” (Edkins 13).   
In All the Flowers Are Dying, the 9/11 event forms an intellectual void in the 
narrative as the Ground Zero does in post-9/11 New York. Contextualized in the 
post-9/11 New York City, the 9/11 event seems to serve as a subtext but eventually 
dominates the entire narrative. The event is a dark double of the main text. On the one 
hand, the terrorist attacks resonate with the cruel and merciless violence that pervades 
the main text. On the other hand, the novel presents a stark contrast of the two forms 
of violence. First of all, both the textual story and 9/11 attacks involve violent deaths, 
around which, according to the generic narrative pattern, a detective story usually 
revolves. However, the deaths in the two cases are presented in polar forms. The 
former focuses on fictional murder cases of a small number of people while the 
terrorist attacks resulted in a death toll of thousands. Besides the scope of victims, 
textual murders occur one by one and span for years in contrast to the abrupt massive 
killings that took place within a single day. By detailing each scene of death, Block 
renders his fictional victims individuality, which those killed in 9/11 attacks is   Tsai 65
deprived of. As Edkins points out, with most of the victims’ bodies unrecovered, “they 
didn’t die, they vanished” (227). The giant scale of deconstruction in the attacks has 
such an impact that Danny Boy, an albino black who is portrayed as one of Scudder’s 
main source of information, holds himself back from “making a list of everybody he’d 
known who had died” as a mental preparation for his own aging and death. As he 
asserts, “what really did this was the Trade Center…They’re dying out there faster 
than you can write them down” (147). Through the humorous tone the severe 
emotional shock is revealed here.   
Thirdly, violence in both cases is attributed to anonymous nobodies. The killer, 
Abie, is portrayed as a man who lacks conspicuous physical features “for the memory 
to grab onto” (14) while the successful disguise of the suicide bombers helped them to 
pass security test, go aboard, and hijack the plane. Yet, what distinguishes Abie from 
the bombers is the motivation. Abie’s extreme individualism manifested in his sequent 
killings for personal wealth and pleasure is not unfamiliar to the capitalist world, but 
in the 9/11 case, the desperate act of suicide bombings and the destructive hatred that 
drove them to devastate citizens are bewildering and shocking. What makes things 
worse is that the bewilderment and shock never truly fade away with the U.S. 
government’s attempts to clarify the murderers and “fulfill justice.” In All the Flowers 
Are Dying, the lingering uncertainty is revealed through Abie’s feeling inspired by 
“the awesome power of the man who pulled the string, the puppet master who 
convinced his followers to fly planes into buildings”—an “enviable talent for   Tsai 66
manipulation” (181). Block’s mystic and ambiguous references to Osama bin Laden 
and Al Qaeda in the text suggest incapability of clearly identifying the enemy, which 
correspond with the ambiguity of the term “terrorism” overly used without clear 
definition after the event. In this way, the 9/11 event not only plays a supplementing 
role but turns to dominates the narrative by deflating the psychological comfort, no 
matter how slight, the main text provides. 
While Block imagines the Ground Zero as an intellect void that signifies the 
inaccessible past, he manipulates representations of cyberspace to emphasize the 
sense of uncertainty that confront the survivors in the future. In contrast to the 
compression of the big metropolis into a small town in Small Town, Block adopts an 
opposite representational strategy in All the Flowers Are Dying, expanding the spatial 
setting beyond the visible boundaries of boroughs, cities and even nations by 
representing the boundless and little-regulated cyberspace. Small town, big city and 
cyberspace are spaces of different scopes, which lead to distinctive interpersonal 
relationships. As the boundary is being pushing further out and more people are 
involved, the space allows higher anonymity. The transition from big city to small 
town, from small town to cyberspace implicates alteration in the level of anonymity, 
which Block employs to create different post-9/11 worlds in Small Town and All the 
Flowers Are Dying. 
Anonymity has always been an essential element in the narrative pattern of 
detective stories, which centers on the endeavor to identify the criminal and   Tsai 67
reconstruct the crime scene. In other words, the crime is like an unsigned work 
created by the criminal, who manages to maintain his/her anonymity until the 
detective pins him/her down. The detective’s attempt to identify the criminal suggests 
the desire to keep the chaotic world under control; that is, to “identifies, isolates, and 
exorcises the disruptive force” (Cawelti 101) that endangers the social order. Although 
crimes and evil cannot be logically attributed to anonymity, the fact that big cities 
serve better for a person to remain unidentified among a great number of strangers 
than small towns or villages do evokes awe as well as excitement.   
The crowd composed of strangers may lead to both unexpected encounters and 
unanticipated danger, which have stimulated imaginative minds. Take London for 
example. London’s population boomed from 200,000 in 1600 to 400,000 in 1650, 
575,000 by the end of the century, and 675,000 in 1750.
20 Meanwhile,  however, 
crime rose with the growing population and economy. There were criminals like 
pickpockets, housebreakers, highwaymen, and footpads around the city.
21 In  response 
to the social disorder, crime writing flourished in the eighteenth century. Later, the 
character of private detectives was added to crime stories, who is expected to 
“navigate this mysterious world, identify these strange people, and bring order both in 
the hoped-for reality of the new policing system and also in the patterns of threat and 
value of crime fiction” (Knight 19). The nineteenth century Europe saw how fear and 
                                                 
20  The demographic statistics comes from London: A Social History (1994) by Roy Potter. 
21  Actually, crime in the eighteenth century London involves some other factors like poverty and 
ambiguities of the capitalism itself. Many accused criminals were servants, workers, or the starving 
poor rather than cruel and greedy professionals. See Chapter 6 “Commercial City: 1650-1800” in 
London: A Social History.   Tsai 68
thrill aroused by anonymity in the urban maze effectively fertilized the seed of later 
blooming genre of detective fiction. Urban space serves as space of anonymity, which 
resists as well as invites “reading” and thus makes a perfect setting for detective 
fiction. 
While a big city with dense crowds and thronged streets breeds anonymity, 
cyberspace, as a borderless under-regulated virtual land, nourishes it. In earlier social 
studies, cyberspace was basically approached as a new medium which, among other 
media like telephone or television, was manipulated for communication in people’s 
everyday social practices. Yet later scholars started to recognize its spatiality because 
they find the vigorous interactions within it “are capable of sustain complex social 
spaces,” so “it is not a medium, but a place to be or to dwell” and “can, and indeed 
must, be mapped” (Slater 534).
22  The growing indispensability and complexity of 
internet uses appeal to much academic as well as public attention. The critics started 
to notice that the expansion of cyberspace has no less social impact than urbanization 
used to have on people. In fact, cyberspace is often imagined based on the model of 
the urban city. William J. Mitchell addresses cyberspace as “City of Bits,” defining 
cyberspace as 
a city unrooted to any definite spot on the surface of the earth, shaped by 
connectivity and bandwidth constraints rather than by accessibility and 
land values, largely asynchronous in its operation, and inhabited by 
                                                 
22  Despite his recognition of cyberspace as social space(s) that can sustain itself, Don Slater points out 
that it is not totally separate from the physical world since the offline technological and social 
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disembodied and fragmented subjects who exist as collections of aliases 
and agents. Its places will be constructed virtually by software instead of 
physically from stones and timbers, and they will be connected by 
logical linkages rather than by doors, passageways, and streets. (24) 
It is the parallel of “software” and “stones and timbers”, of “logical linkages” and 
“doors, passageways and streets” that evokes John Perry Barlow, American essayist 
well-known for advocating the independence of cyberspace from real-space coercion, 
to both celebrate the digital city but remain skeptical about it: 
Imagine a place where trespassers leave no footprints, where goods can 
be stolen an infinite number of times and yet remain in the possession of 
their original owners, where businesses you never heard of can own the 
history of your personal affairs, where only the children feel completely 
at home, where the physics is that of thought rather than things, and 
where everyone is as virtual as the shadows in Plato’s Cave. (19) 
In this passage Barlow shows a foresight of a global network online that may form a 
virtual land with erased national boundaries and anonymous users poking everywhere; 
he also foresees the upcoming social, economic political and philosophical disorders 
resulting from the infinite “freedom.” The scenario of a turbulent virtual world does 
not only arouse academic interests but affects the mindset of the general public, 
whose fantasies and fear of the cyberspace are reflected in popular cultural 
representations, one of which is the genre of detective fiction.     Tsai 70
As urbanization has transformed our social, psychological and political 
relations, the thriving of cyberspace has no less impact on our life. Both the modern 
city and cyberspace grow and prosper primarily due to technological breakthroughs, 
and are considered embodiments of modernity and progress. Beginning in the 
eighteenth century, the industrial revolution propelled commences and then attracted a 
large population into the city. Similarly, the advances of computers and IT technology 
in the twentieth century enable individuals to connect and contact in the cyberspace. 
The intensifying interpersonal interactions under both circumstances bring in troubles 
as well as opportunities. Since the legal system usually lags behind the social and 
economic changes, turbulence is inevitable before new economic and social practices 
submit to regulation. Similarly, the flourishing internet has witnesses a wide range of 
crimes along with wrongdoings that remain controversial and unregulated by law; the 
former includes violation of intellectual properties, hacking and theft of confidential 
data, damaging computer systems, identity fraud, and so on
23  while the latter consists 
of spamming, hacking
24  and virus attacking, just to name a few. In cyberspace as well 
as urban space, anonymity appears to be a double-edged sword, which liberates 
interpersonal relations and puts security at stake at the same time. 
Despite the similarities, the cyberspace is perceived as a more democratized
25 
                                                 
23  The examples are derived from the official website of the United States Department of Justice, 
CCIPS(Computer Crime & Intellectual Property Section): http://www.cybercrime.gov/ 
24  A recent BBC new report reveals a 50% increase of the number of computers that are detected as 
hijacked, so-called “Zombie Computers,” since 2008, according to security vendor McAfee. See   
“Zombie Computers on the Rise” by Maggie Shiels: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/8032886.stm  
25  The use of the word “democratized” in this discussion premises a society with fair access to the 
internet for everyone.   Tsai 71
space than the city. For one thing, the virtual space is a boundless territory, expanding 
with new domain names being created and registered every day. Yet all users possess 
high mobility in cyberspace because the physical distance between a user and his/her 
online destination—that is, between the computer s/he is using and another computer 
that hosts websites s/he intends to visit—which may span across one continent or two, 
only takes a few clicks to cross. For another, unlike other media, every user is enabled 
to voice his/her opinions in virtual spaces such as public forums, newsletter 
discussion groups, personal blogs or websites, where people express themselves, 
exchange ideas and extend their social network. When they are surfing and posting 
opinions, loose demands for real identity entitle users to high anonymity that allows 
“trespassers” to “leave no footprints” (Barlow 19). However, high mobility, freedom 
to express, and high anonymity granted by cyberspace not only fulfill the fantasy for 
liberation from limitations of the physical world, including geographical locations, 
gender, class, ethnicity, and so on, but invites crimes and violations of privacy and 
security as listed earlier.   
Toward anonymity in cyberspace, Block displays ambivalence in All the 
Flowers Are Dying. Most of the internet use in the novel is carried out by Abie, who 
is depicted as a far more adept user than Scudder. Through descriptions of Abie’s 
cyber life, Block demonstrates the main features of cyberspace: democratized 
legitimacy of voicing oneself and radical anonymity. Through pages-long description 
of online discussion in which Abie actively participates in cyber public forum, Block   Tsai 72
presents a subversion of hierarchy between the speaker and the listener in both 
fictional world and contemporary society. It has been a privilege reserved for the 
detective to announce the solution as the story is coming to end. In classical detective 
stories, which take crime as a mental challenge, the revelations of the “truth” even 
replace the apprehension of the criminal to be the climax of the story. Not until this 
moment are the readers, who have been forced to follow the plot from the limited 
point of view of the narrator, allowed to view the case from the detective’s perspective 
(Cawelti 86-87). In other words, the detective is the only one with the legitimacy to 
speak while the rest listen. The hierarchy is hardly challenged in first-person narrative 
of hard-boiled sub-genre since the whole story is told from the detective’s viewpoint, 
including the announcement part. Yet the power relation is challenged in All the 
Flowers Are Dying. As everyone else online, Abie takes the role of speaker as well as 
listener. The hierarchy between the media and the public, the detective and the rest of 
characters, crumbles in the virtual world.   
Paradoxically, the liberation of voice in cyberspace is based on radical 
anonymity, which Block presents with more doubt and distrust than celebration. As he 
acts in the real world, Abie avoids leaving any personal marks in the virtual land that 
may lead people to his true identity. Yet compared to the endeavor he takes to erase 
every trace in the physical world, to conceal himself in the cyberspace, where one’s 
existence is disembodied, only takes some free one-time-only accounts and public 
computers. Another trick is to leave false and misleading pseudonyms that provoke a   Tsai 73
great deal of speculation among other users. By depicting Abie’s fickle behavior in 
signing emails or posts, Block exposes internet users’ ambivalence of anonymity in 
Abie’s confession on “a paradox that he who so relishes his anonymity at the same 
time hungers for recognition” (316). Also, employing intextuality between cyberspace 
and Anonymous Alcoholics creed, Block launches an implicit rebukes on the 
excessive individualism in the virtual world by contrasting it to “genuine humility” 
stressed in Alcoholic Anonymous tradition of remaining anonymous.   
With the boundless territory and radical anonymity of cyberspace, the spatial 
imagination of cyberspace in All the Flowers Are Dying suggests impossibility to 
locate and draw boundaries. In his analysis of the aftermath of 9/11 attacks, Arjun 
Appadurai characterizes post-9/11 social uncertainty by underscoring the difficulty of 
naming and defining the “unseen and unknown enemy” (18). The struggle to name the 
enemy, which took George W. Bush and the leading members of his administration 
weeks after the attacks, yielded the names of Al-Qaeda, Afghanistan, and Osama bin 
Laden, which are later included in the names of “terror,” “terrorism,” and “terrorists.” 
Having drawn worldwide attention ever since, the global terrorist network is classified 
by Appadurai as one of the two conflicting global powers, “cellular system,” opposed 
to “vertebrate system,” which includes modern nation-states. In contrast to the system 
of nation-states, which is structured based on order and norms, the terrorist network is 
distinctive for its “cellular nature,” which Appadurai defines as   
connected yet not vertically managed, coordinated yet remarkably   Tsai 74
independent, capable of replication without central messaging structures, 
hazy in their central strategies and effects. (28) 
The loosely connected networking and decentralized power structure of terrorist 
activities infuse everyday civilian life with anxiety and fear. Characterized by similar 
cellularity, cyberspace represented by Block is as unpredictable and uncontrollable.   
     I n   All the Flowers Are Dying, Block makes life in his post 9/11 New York a 
traumatic experience for his protagonists. The Ground Zero symbolizes a destructive 
event that denies comprehension while the cyberspace signals radical anonymity and 
cellularity that elude control. Unlike Small Town, All the Flowers Are Dying marks the 
protagonists’ paralyzed intellect and passivity in face of survival crisis and implicates 
little hope to relieve from trauma. However, while Block manages to present the 
inaccessibility of the event and the collectiveness of traumatic experience in the 
aftermath of 9/11 attacks, too much emphasis on the unintelligibility of the 
catastrophe prevents him from probing into the political and cultural dimensions of 
the event in the two novels. It is ambitious attempt for Block to deal with the 
complexity of 9/11 event as a genre writer, but it is also a pity that Block stops at the 
emotional level without further exposing the intriguing social factors that may have 
affected the post 9/11 American society. 
Conclusion 
      In his two post-9/11 novels, Small Town and All the Flowers Are Dying, Block 
handles the traumatic effects of 9/11 attacks within the frame of hard-boiled detective   Tsai 75
fiction, adding depths to the long developed pulp genre and at the same time joins the 
camp of a new genre—9/11 literature. Rather than taking a socially or politically 
critical position, Block captures the collective traumatic experience of the post 9/11 
society by presenting the disruption and distortion of time and space. In Small Town, 
survival becomes a crisis that activates New Yorkers to deal with the psychological 
rupture caused by the catastrophe, while All the Flowers Are Dying marks 9/11 event 
as a void in the psyche that cannot be approached. The representational discrepancy 
signals recognition of the “endless impact” of the event on the subject and the 
realization that it is an impossible task to fully rid oneself of the emotional residue of 
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Chapter Five 
Conclusion 
In this thesis, I have argued that despite the fact that omnipresence and 
meaninglessness of violence are one of the primary characteristics of hard-boiled 
subgenre, Lawrence Block does not confine his imagination of violence to moral 
degradation or impenetrable state of being; instead, he takes on a great challenge to 
define violence, an essential element of hard-boiled world that has been presented as 
indefinable, trying to see beyond the boundary of morality while exploring the 
alternative functions and purposes of violence. I have also maintained that set in 
contemporary New York, his Scudder series illuminate our understanding of urban 
phenomena and social changes in this metropolis. To support my argument, I have 
investigated three aspects of violence in Block’s representations of contemporary New 
York in the form of hard-boiled detective novels. The first is the social dimensions of 
violence, which involve significant social issues like race and gender. The second is 
the trend in media of increasing representations of tortures and pain, that is, the 
commercialization and performativity of violence. The third aspect is the real violent 
event of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.   
In the three main chapters, I have examined one aspect of violence in each 
chapter. In Chapter Two, I explore how Block associates violence and racial/ethnic 
minorities in Eight Million Ways to Die (1981). I contextualize this story of murders 
and detection in New York of the seventies and early eighties and argue that Block   Tsai 77
manipulates imagination of urban localities like Harlem and Queens and of colored 
bodies to represent a multiethnic New York. I also tease out fear and bias Block 
expresses in having racial/ethnic other be the scapegoat for urban disorder. Yet it 
cannot be denied that he has made the newly arrived immigrants visible and seen in 
his urban setting, recognizing their existence and uprising power.   
In Chapter Three I have investigated the thriller writing style in A Dance at the 
Slaughterhouse (1991) and interpreted Block’s representations of sadism, rapes and 
bodily tortures in the text. Classifying the textual violent behaviors and acts into two 
kinds, authentic and performative violence, I suggest that the division serves as a 
strategy to help city dwellers to deal with moral crisis and fear caused by a turbulent 
urban environment. However, my discussion of performativity, based on Judith 
Butler’s concept of performing identity, challenges the self-defining morality and 
justice Block presents in the novel, which would be undermined when the 
transgression from performative to authentic violence causes moral ambiguities.   
Chapter Four has explored Block’s post 9/11 world in Small Town (2003) and 
All the Flowers Are Dying (2005). I carry on my analysis on the basis of trauma 
theory, which investigates the emotional residue of disasters or violence. I contend 
that Block, as a pulp writer, steps into a new genre of 9/11 literature when he attempts 
to deal with the 9/11 attacks. He tackles the temporal and spatial rupture as one of the 
symptom of trauma to present the inaccessibility of this disaster and survival crisis as 
a collective traumatic experience shared by the deceased family, the city, the nation,   Tsai 78
and even the whole world.     
My exploration of these works led to the conclusion that Block is better and 
greater than a loyal guardian of hard-boiled tradition. Despite his limits and failures, 
some of which are due to Block’s own bias while others stem from inherent instability 
of the violence motif itself, I contend that he has made undeniable contributions to the 
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